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Abstract: Parents of children with developmental, behavioural and mental health disorders are
increasingly asking whether medicinal cannabis might be a therapeutic option for their child. This
paper presents the current evidence for medicinal cannabis in this population. Preliminary evidence
from open-label studies suggests the potential for medicinal cannabis to ameliorate some symptoms
in children with autism spectrum disorder. However, only one double-blind placebo-controlled
trial has been completed, with inconclusive findings. Synthetic, transdermal cannabidiol gel has
demonstrated efficacy for reducing social avoidance in a sub-group of children with Fragile X
syndrome. Studies of medicinal cannabis are planned or underway for children and/or adolescents
with autism, intellectual disability, Tourette’s syndrome, anxiety, psychosis, anorexia nervosa and
a number of specific neurodevelopmental syndromes. High quality evidence from double-blind
placebo-controlled trials is needed to guide clinical practice.
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1. Introduction

There is increasing interest in medicinal cannabis (MC) as a treatment for paediatric
developmental, behavioural and mental health disorders [1]. Psychotropic medications in-
cluding anti-depressants, psychostimulants and antipsychotics are often prescribed to treat
behavioural and mental health problems in children with developmental disabilities [2—4].
Unfortunately, these medications carry a high risk of adverse effects, including sedation,
changes in mood, appetite and cognition, metabolic syndrome and extrapyramidal ef-
fects [5,6]. Therefore, it is not surprising that both parents and paediatricians are interested
in novel interventions that may have a superior safety profile, such as MC.

The endocannabinoid system appears to play an important role in neurodevelopment
and behaviour [7], and there is some pre-clinical support for a physiological mechanism for
MC in treating neurodevelopmental disorders. For example, alterations in endocannabinoid
system functioning have been observed in autism spectrum disorder (ASD), Fragile X and
Tourette’s syndrome [8-11]. Immune dysregulation and neuroinflammation are believed
to be key cellular mechanisms underpinning ASD [12], and MC appears to have anti-
oxidant, anti-inflammatory, and neuroprotective effect, so may be beneficial in patients
with neurodevelopmental disorders [13]. Furthermore, problematic anxiety is a common
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endogenous cannabinoid system in the brain comprises the cannabinoid type 1 receptor,
which is present at high levels on inhibitory (GABAergic interneurons) and to a lesser extent
on excitatory (glutamatergic) terminals [15], and may play an important role in the modu-
lation of mood and behaviour. MC also appears to exert an interactional effect on related
neurotransmitter pathways, including the serotonergic and dopaminergic systems [16].

Paediatricians have become aware of the proven benefits of cannabidiol (CBD) for
seizure control in children with Lennox Gastaut and Dravet syndromes [17-19], and in a
retrospective chart review, one third of parents of children with refractory epilepsies treated
with CBD reported improvements in alertness and behaviour [20]. Furthermore, there
are many anecdotal reports on the internet from parents of children with developmental
disorders (particularly ASD) describing improvements with the administration of either
unregulated or prescribed cannabis products. Reported effects have included reductions in
anxiety, agitation and aggression, in some cases have resulted in the ability to reduce or
cease other psychotropic medications, thereby reducing the risk of adverse effects.

In this article, we review the evidence base for MC for paediatric developmental,
behavioural and mental health disorders. The literature was selected for inclusion from
systematic reviews in this field of study, keyword searches, and follow-up of trials marked
as complete in trial registries. Single-case studies and conference abstracts were excluded.
Searches of ongoing trials were conducted in the Australian and New Zealand Trial Registry
(ANZCTR), Clinicaltrials.gov, ISRCTN and the EU Clinical Trials Register.

2. Autism Spectrum Disorder

ASD is a developmental disorder affecting approximately 1% of children [21]. A
substantial proportion of children and adolescents with ASD have comorbid mental health
disorders, including anxiety disorders and obsessive compulsive disorder [22]. Distress
resulting from these problems can be expressed with challenging behaviour including
irritability, aggression, and self-injury, such as head banging, arm biting, and skin scratch-
ing [23,24]. These behaviours can pose a risk to self and others, and have a major impact on
the individual’s daily functioning, capacity for participation and quality of life. Up to half
of all children with ASD are treated with psychotropic medications [25]. In recent years,
MC has begun to be studied as an alternative treatment option.

A number of uncontrolled retrospective or prospective case series have been published,
exploring MC as a treatment in ASD (see Table 1) [26-31]. Most studies have assessed both
the core symptoms of ASD (e.g., social communication) and common co-morbid symptoms
such as disruptive behaviour or anxiety. While not all participants appear to benefit from
medicinal cannabis, and a minority report worsened symptoms or intolerable adverse
events, most of these studies concluded that medicinal cannabis benefited a substantial
proportion of participants. Improvements have been reported in behaviour, sleep, social
function and communication. A recent systematic review of MC in ASD identified that
improvements had been reported in a broad range of outcomes including anxiety, agitation,
aggression, and self-injurious behaviour, as well as sleep, cognition, attention, social
interaction, and language, but concluded that randomised placebo-controlled trials were
needed to clarify these findings [32].

Adverse events are largely described as mild; most commonly, they are appetite
changes, somnolence, or worsened behavioural or anxiety symptoms. Only one study
reported a serious adverse event, psychosis, considered to be related to the higher THC
content given to that participant. Although these preliminary reports are promising, several
of these studies are limited by small sample sizes or insufficient follow-up of participants
who discontinued treatment, and all are limited by being open-label or observational
studies. Double-blind placebo-controlled trials are needed to test efficacy scientifically.
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Table 1. Published studies of medicinal cannabis in autism spectrum disorder.

behaviour disturbance

3.8 mg/kg/day CBD and

0.29 mg/kg/day THC for those taking
three daily doses (1 = 44), and

1.8 mg/kg/day CBD and

0.22 mg/kg/day THC for those taking
two daily doses (n = 16)

Reference Study Design Population Product Details Findings
Initial product contained whole plant
extract CBD and THC in a 20:1 ratio.
29 patients with an insufficient response “Much improved” or “very much improved”:
commenced strains with a CBD/THC behaviour 61%, anxiety 39%, communication in
. ratio up to 6:1. 47%. (p. 1286)
60 children aged 5-17 years . . . o
Aran et al,, 2019 [26] Retrospective with ASD and severe Mean total daily dose was Adverse events included sleep disturbances (14%)

irritability (9%) and loss of appetite (9%). (p. 1285)
One serious adverse event was noted, a transient
psychotic event, which was considered related to
the THC content.

Placebo-controlled
double-blind comparison
of two oral cannabinoid
solutions

Aran et al., 2021 [33]

150 participants with ASD,
aged 5-21 years

(1) Whole-plant cannabis extract
containing CBD and THC at a 20:1 ratio
and (2) Purified CBD and THC at 20:1
ratio.

Average treatment dose was 5.7 mg/kg/d
of CBD in the whole-plant extract arm
and 5.9 mg/kg/d of CBD in the pure
cannabinoid arm.

Disruptive behaviour (co-primary outcome,
measured on the Clinical Global
Impression-Improvement scale) was much or very
much improved in 49% of participants in the whole
plant extract group compared to 21% in the placebo
group (p = 0.005). In the pure cannabinoid group,
38% were rated as much or very much improved,
which was not significant compared to placebo
(p=0.08). (p. 6)

No significant difference was found between the
groups in changes on the other
co-primary-outcome measure of noncompliant
behaviour or the secondary-outcome measure of
parenting stress.

Median social responsiveness score (secondary
outcome) improved by 14.9 points on whole-plant
extract versus 3.6 after placebo (p = 0.009).
Common adverse events included somnolence,
decreased appetite, weight loss, tiredness, euphoria
and anxiety. No serious adverse events were
reported. (p. 7)
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Table 1. Cont.

90 (45-143) mg

Reference Study Design Population Product Details Findings
Overall improvement was reported in 75% of
participants. (p. 3)
. CBD:THC in 20:1 ratio. Individualised Changes in the following symptoms were reported
Barchel et al., 2019 [27] Prospective 53 youths with ASD, aged dose: median (IQR) CBD daily dose was (improved, worsened): self-injury and rage attacks
v 4-22 years . 68%; 9%; hyperactivity 68%, 3%; sleep 71, 5%;

anxiety 47%, 24%.
Adverse effects were described as mild; most
common were somnolence and decreased appetite.

Bar-Lev Schleider et al.,

2018 [31] Prospective open-label

During the study period,
188 patients with ASD
initiated the treatment.
Mean age was

12.9 £ 7.0 years.

Products varied—most patients received
30% CBD/1.5% THC.

Mean daily dose was CBD 240 mg and
THC 12 mg.

After one month, 179 patients remained on
treatment and data were collected from 119:49%
reported significant improvement, 31% reported
moderate improvement, and 14% reported no
improvement. (pp. 2-3)

The most common symptoms improved were
restlessness, rage attacks and agitation.

The most common adverse effects were restlessness
and sleepiness.

Bilge & Ekici 2021 [28] Retrospective

33 patients with ASD, mean
age 7.7 &= 5.5 years

Two CBD-enriched cannabis brands were
used; both similar full spectrum CBD
with trace THC.

Average daily CBD-enriched cannabis
dose was 0.7 mg/kg (0.3-2 mg/kg).
Maximum daily maintenance dose

40 mg/day.

According to the parents’ reports: no change in
daily life activity was reported in 6 (19.35%)
patients. (p. 4) Improvements included: decrease in
behavioral problems (32.2%), increase in expressive
language (22.5%), improved cognition (12.9%),
increase in social interaction (9.6%).

Adverse events included restlessness (1 = 7),
generalised seizures (1 = 1) and increased
stereotypies (n = 1).
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Table 1. Cont.

2019 [29]

from 15 who adhered to
the treatment

average dose at end of the study was
4.55 mg/kg/day (range: 3.75 to
6.45 mg/kg/day)

Reference Study Design Population Product Details Findings
3 patients withdrew within one month due to
adverse effects. (p. 4)
Of the 15 patients who adhered to treatment, only
one patient showed no improvement in symptoms
of ASD. (p. 5)
Oral ~75/1 CBD/THC. Improvements were most pronounced in sleep
18 patients with ASD aged Individualised titration: Average initial disorders, seizures, and behavioral crisis.
Fleury-Teixeira et al., Observational 6-17 years; data collected dose of CBD was ~2.90 mg/kg/day, Signs of improvement were reported for motor

development, communication and social
interaction, and cognitive performance

Among the 15 patients who adhered to treatment,
the following mild and/or transient adverse effects
were reported: sleepiness, moderate irritability
(three cases each); diarrhea, increased appetite,
conjunctival hyperemia, and increased body
temperature (one case each).

Hacohen et al., 2022 [30] = Prospective open-label

110 participants with ASD
recruited. Data analysed
from 82 who completed the
6-month study period.
Mean age: 9.2 years

(range: 5-25 years).

Whole-plant extract in oil with a
CBD:THC ratio of 20:1, starting at one
drop daily (each drop contains: 0.3 mg
THC and 5.7 mg CBD) and gradually
increasing until parents perceived
improvements in their child’s behaviour.
Maximum dosage was 10 mg/kg/day (or
total of 400 mg/day) of CBD and

0.5 mg/kg/day (or total of 20 mg/day)
of THC.

28 of 110 subjects were withdrawn from treatment
due to inability to follow the protocol (1 = 8),
adverse events (n = 12, including increased
aggression, anxiety or hyperactivity, weight gain,
abdominal pain, and decreased communication),
and lack of improvement (1 = 8). (p. 3)

In those who completed end-of-treatment
assessments, significant improvement was reported
in ASD symptoms (social affect on the ADOS, and
social behaviour and restricted repetitive behaviour
on the SRS), as well as adaptive function
(communication, daily living skills and
socialisation). (p. 4)

Median change in ADOS social affect scores was
zero, suggesting that at least half of participants
who completed treatment did not report
improvement on this measure. (p. 5)

Significant change (either improvement or
deterioration) was not reported on cognitive
function tasks.
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To date, only one blinded, placebo-controlled trial of MC to treat symptoms associated
with ASD in children has been published [33]. Participants (1 = 150) aged 5-21 years were
randomised to receive one of three study medications: pure CBD and THC in a 20:1 ratio,
whole plant CBD and THC in the same ratio, or placebo. The initial dose was 1 mg/kg/day
CBD, and the dose was increased by 1 mg/kg/day CBD every other day, up to 10 mg/kg
body weight per day CBD for children weighing 20-40 kg, or 7.5 mg/kg/day CBD for
weight > 40 kg, to a maximum of 420 mg CBD and 21 mg THC per day. The average CBD
treatment dose was 5.7 mg/kg/day in the whole-plant extract arm and 5.9 mg/kg/day in
the pure cannabinoids arm. Although designed as a cross-over trial, only data from the first
treatment period were analysed due to a treatment order effect, which limited sample size.
The results were mixed across the two co-primary outcome measures. Changes in behaviour
symptoms, as measured by a parent questionnaire (Home Situations Questionnaire), were
not significantly different between the groups. However, disruptive behaviour (Clinical
Global Impression-Improvement scale) was much or very much improved in 49% of
participants in the whole-plant extract group compared to 21% in the placebo group
(p = 0.005). A positive response was rated in 38% of participants in the pure cannabinoid
group, which was not statistically significant compared to placebo (p = 0.08). Improvement
in ASD symptoms (Social Responsiveness Scale) was significantly greater in the whole-plant
extract treatment group but not the pure cannabinoid group, relative to placebo. Neither
the pure nor the whole-plant cannabinoid was superior to placebo in improving parents’
stress or participants’ sleep disturbances in this sample [34]. There were no treatment-
emergent serious adverse events. Common adverse events included somnolence, decreased
appetite, weight loss, tiredness, euphoria and anxiety, although somnolence was the only
adverse event which occurred statistically more frequently in the treatment groups than
the placebo group.

In clinical practice, choice in product and dose is poorly informed by the current
literature. To date, studies in ASD that have involved use of CBD predominant products
have commonly had a 20:1 CBD:THC ratio, with or without minor cannabinoids. The
doses used have varied substantially; one study reported a maximum daily CBD dose of
only 40 mg/day [28], while others have used doses of up to 10 mg/kg/day (maximum
420 mg/day) [33]. In addition, several studies have used individualised up-titration
depending on tolerability and perceived clinical benefit, further clouding interpretation
of the optimal dose. With the potential risk of THC to the developing brain being unclear,
some medicinal cannabis manufacturers have drawn criticism due to their marketing of
high-THC products (e.g., 1:1 ratio of CBD and THC) for young patients with ASD [35].
While a company’s white paper describes clinical improvement in ASD patients who were
prescribed their 1:1 CBD:THC product [36], these findings have not been published in a peer-
reviewed journal, and the product’s purported benefits have not been assessed in a rigorous
placebo-controlled trial. Although infrequent, there have been reports of hallucinations in
children taking MC with a relatively higher THC-to-CBD ratio, including in three patients
(one with an associated suicide attempt) taking Nabiximol for spasticity [37], and one
in a retrospective case series in ASD [26]. Another consideration is delivery method.
The majority of published papers report outcomes from naturally derived MC products
administered orally; however, one company reported behaviour and anxiety improvements
in patients with ASD who used a synthetic transdermal CBD gel in an open-label trial (the
results of which were reported in conference presentations but not peer-reviewed) [38].
Further research is necessary to clarify the optimal therapeutic dose of CBD, the additional
risks and benefits of THC and minor cannabinoids, and differences in clinical benefit
between whole-plant, isolate and synthetic products.

There are ten currently registered trials of MC in children and adolescents with ASD,
including three large-scale double-blind placebo-controlled trials (see Supplementary Table S1).
Seven of these trials use either pure CBD (e.g., Epidiolex) or CBD-predominant (e.g., CBD
and THC in a 20:1 ratio) products; however, one trial will use cannabidivarin (CBDV),
which is a homolog of CBD with similar pharmacological properties [39].



Int. |. Environ. Res. Public Health 2023, 20, 5430 7 of 15

3. Intellectual Disability

Children and adolescents with intellectual disability (ID) have high rates of comorbid
mental health disorders which are often highly impairing [40]. Psychotropic medications are
often prescribed, with variable effects and a high risk of adverse effects [2,3]. Furthermore,
patients with ID are at particularly high risk of adverse effects [41], while being less able
to report subjective experiences, rendering the use of these medications challenging in
this patient group. Novel and potentially safer medications such as MC could provide
therapeutic advantages if shown to be effective.

Apart from a case series report of Dronabinol in 10 adolescents with ID and self-
injurious behaviour [42], there have been no studies of MC published in samples defined
by having ID. Several of the currently registered trials of ASD exclude patients with ID,
and this subgroup (idiopathic ID without ASD diagnosis) is often overlooked in clinical
trials, despite experiencing as significant behavioural problems as patients with ASD. An
initial pilot study aimed to assess the feasibility and acceptability of a randomised placebo-
controlled trial investigating CBD as treatment for severe behaviour difficulties in children
with intellectual disability (IQ below 70), with or without ASD [43]. Eight children aged
8 to 16 years old were given either CBD (20 mg/kg/day) or placebo for 10 weeks. CBD
was well tolerated, with no serious adverse events or study withdrawals. The study design
was found to be feasible and acceptable to families. Although not able to make conclusions
regarding efficacy, all three participants who received CBD and completed the outcome
questionnaires reported clinically significant improvement in severe behaviour (Aberrant
Behavior Checklist-Irritability scale), whereas improvement was not reported in any of the
participants who received the placebo. This pilot study informed the design of a multi-site
randomised placebo-controlled trial, which is currently recruiting children aged 6 to 18 with
intellectual disability and severe behaviour problems, using pure CBD (10 mg/kg/day).

4. Neurodevelopmental Syndromes

Parents of children with a variety of genetic syndromes with associated neurodevelop-
mental disability are increasingly inquiring about the use of MC. This occurs commonly
after hearing reports of observed benefits from other parents via syndrome-specific social
media groups.

MC research is underway in a number of specific neurodevelopmental syndromes.
In children with Fragile X syndrome (FXS), an open label study of Zynerba synthetic
transdermal CBD gel (250 mg) reported a clinically meaningful reduction in anxiety and
behaviour symptoms [44]. This led to a phase 2/3 randomised, double-blind, placebo-
controlled efficacy and safety study in 212 children aged 3 to <18 years. Participants were
treated for 12 weeks with Zynerba CBD gel—250 mg/day or 500 mg/day for participants
<35 kg or >35 kg, respectively. Statistically significant group differences were not found
between participants treated with placebo or Zynerba gel on the primary outcome measure
of social avoidance, as measured on the Aberrant Behavior Checklist-Community FXS
specific subscale, nor on the secondary outcomes including irritability, socially unresponsive
behaviour and improvement ratings from the Clinical Global Impression-Improvement
and Caregiver Global Impression-Change measures. However, pre-planned analyses were
conducted in patients with at least 90% methylation of the FMR1 gene, associated with
the most severe phenotype. In this subgroup, statistically significant improvements in
social avoidance were seen in the CBD group relative to the placebo, and similarly in the
caregivers’ global impression of change ratings [45]. Treatment-emergent adverse events
were all considered mild or moderate, most commonly application site pain. A phase 3 trial
(Clinicaltrials.gov: NCT04977986) and an open-label extension trial (Clinicaltrials.gov:
NCT03802799) are underway to confirm the results of the phase 2/3 trial using a broader
dose range (750 mg/day for patients weighing >50 kg).


Clinicaltrials.gov
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Registered trials in MC and other specific neurodevelopmental syndromes include:

1 An open-label study of Zynerba transdermal CBD gel in 20 children with 22q11.2
deletion syndrome (Clinicaltrials.gov: NCT05149898), with safety as the primary
outcome and a range of behavioural and mental health secondary outcomes;

2 Ablinded, randomised, placebo-controlled study of CBDV in 26 patients with Prader—
Willi syndrome aged 5 to 30 years old, with irritable behaviour as the primary outcome
(Clinicaltrials.gov: NCT03848481);

3 Aplacebo-controlled n-of-1 series investigating the effectiveness of CBD on behavioural
problems in patients 6 years and older with tuberous sclerosis complex, Fragile X
syndrome and Sanfilippo syndrome (Clinicaltrialsregister.eu: 2021-003250-23).

A trial of CBD in patients with Rett Syndrome was terminated due to enrolment
challenges and the COVID-19 pandemic (Clinicaltrials.gov: NCT03848832), while a trial of
CBD in patients with Prader-Willi Syndrome was terminated due to a “change in corporate
priorities” (Clinicaltrials.gov: NCT05098509).

5. Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder

Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) is the most common neurodevelop-
mental disorder, with a prevalence of approximately 5% [46]. Most children with significant
ADHD are treated with medication, most commonly the psychostimulants [47,48]. While
these medications are often effective for symptom reduction, adverse effects are com-
mon, and the long-term benefits and risks of stimulant medication in ADHD remain
uncertain [49]. There is a long history of complementary and alternate medicine use in
ADHD [50], and interest in MC as a treatment option has emerged in recent years [51].

People with ADHD are at increased risk of recreational cannabis use and cannabis use
disorder compared to the general population [52]. In spite of this, there is a perception that
cannabis may be therapeutic for ADHD symptoms [53], with some suggesting that young
people with ADHD may be self-medicating with cannabis, both for core symptoms of
ADHD (e.g., hyperactivity, impulsivity) as well as improvement in medication side effects
(e.g., anxiety) [54]. A randomised controlled trial in adults with ADHD provided prelimi-
nary support for the role of Sativex (1:1 CBD:THC) in improving hyperactivity /impulsivity
and a cognitive measure of inhibition; however, the sample size was small (n = 30) and the
results were no longer significant after adjusting for multiple testing [55].

An ongoing study aims to monitor perceived effectiveness and pharmacokinetics in
a sample of 10-20 patients aged 12 to 25 who are currently prescribed MC for treatment
of ADHD with features of oppositional defiant disorder [56]. There are no published or
registered randomised placebo-controlled trials in paediatric patients with ADHD. Despite
the lack of evidence, MC is increasingly prescribed in Australia for children for ADHD,
with 131 prescribing applications approved in 2022, compared to only 7 in 2019 [57].

6. Tourette Syndrome

Medications used to treat Tourette syndrome (TS) include alpha agonists (e.g., cloni-
dine), and antipsychotics (e.g., risperidone). The efficacy of these medications for reduction
in tics is variable, but in general, effect sizes are only modest [58]. Furthermore, these
medications carry a risk of serious adverse effects including sedation or bradycardia (alpha
agonists), and weight gain, extrapyramidal side effects, tardive dyskinesia, and QTC pro-
longation (anti-psychotics). MC is one of a number of new agents being investigated as
potential treatments for TS.

The endocannabinoid system has also been implicated in the pathogenesis of Tourette’s
syndrome [9,10], and thus MC has been identified as a potential therapy. Unlike other
developmental and mental health disorders for which CBD-predominant products are
being investigated, A’-tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) has been proposed as the key thera-
peutic agent in treating Tourette’s syndrome. Preliminary evidence from case studies in
adolescents [59-62] and small randomised trials in adults [63-65] suggests that THC may
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be effective in reducing tics. However, high-quality studies in adolescents with Tourette’s
syndrome are needed.

There are three registered trials of MC for children and adolescents with Tourette’s syn-
drome. An open-label pilot study will investigate MC (THC:CBD 10:15 oil) in 10 adolescents
aged 12 to 18 years old, with the aim of assessing study design feasibility and acceptability
for a full-scale RCT (ANZCTR: ACTRN12622000031763). A related randomised, double-
blind, placebo-controlled cross-over pilot study of 10 participants will administer MC
(THC:CBD 10:15 0il, THC dose up to 20 mg/day) and placebo over two 10-week treatment
periods to 10 adolescents aged 12-18 years with Tourette’s syndrome. The primary objective
of this pilot study is to evaluate all elements of the study design (recruitment strategy, study
duration, study procedures, study medication tolerance and outcome measures) to assess
if they are acceptable and feasible for the conduct of a full-scale randomised controlled
trial of THC:CBD 10:15 oil to reduce tic severity in adolescents with TS (Clinicaltrials.gov:
NCT05184478). Finally, a randomised, double-blind, placebo-controlled cross-over trial
will assess the efficacy of CBD (Epidiolex) as a treatment of anxiety in 40 children and ado-
lescents aged 6-17 years with Tourette’s syndrome. Secondary outcomes include measures
of tic symptoms, depression, obsessive compulsive symptoms, problem behaviours and im-
proved quality of life, sleep and global symptomology (ANZCTR: ACTRN12621001659897).

7. Mental Health Disorders

The potential for MC to treat a range of adult mental health disorders is beginning
to be understood [66], and there is increasing interest in MC as a treatment for paediatric
mental health disorders.

In a small double-blind placebo controlled trial (1 = 37), adolescents aged 18 to 19 with
social anxiety disorder and avoidant personality disorder who received CBD (300 mg per
day) reported significantly lower social anxiety symptoms relative to those who received
placebo after 4 weeks of treatment [67].

Results have recently been published from a pilot open-label study of CBD in 31 young
people aged 12-25 years old with treatment-resistant anxiety [68]. Dosing commenced at
200 mg/day and followed a fixed-flexible schedule; doses were increased by 200 mg/day
if participants did not show clinically meaningful improvement, up to a maximum of
800 mg/day. A total of 19 participants up-titrated to the maximum dose, while 9 reached
600 mg/day and 1 received 400 mg/day. Two participants withdrew. After 12 weeks of
treatment, there was a significant decrease in anxiety, with a mean change of —42.6% in the
primary outcome measure. Improvements were also noted in secondary outcome measures
of anxiety, depression, and social and occupational functioning. On the Clinicians’ Global
Impressions scale, 87% improved, and 53% improved substantially. There were no serious
adverse events, and reported mild or moderate adverse events included fatigue, low mood,
appetite change, drowsiness, nausea, diarrhea, dry-mouth, insomnia, and hot flushes or
cold chills. One withdrawal was due to a skin rash. The study team have received funding
for a large-scale definitive trial within this population.

There is also interest in MC for the treatment of psychosis, with two small trials of
CBD in adults suggesting CBD is well tolerated in this patient group, may be associated
with a reduction in psychotic symptoms [69], and may partially normalise physiological
functioning in brain regions associated with psychosis [70]. There are currently no pub-
lished trials investigating the role of CBD in treating psychotic symptoms in young people.
A planned three-arm randomised placebo-controlled trial of CBD (600 mg or 1000 mg per
day or placebo) to treat youth (aged 12-25) at ultra-high risk of psychosis will aim to reduce
positive psychotic symptoms (ANZCTR: ACTRN12621000349842) [71].

Lastly, an open label trial is underway of CBD oral capsules (up to 800 mg/day) in
adolescents aged 12-18 years with anorexia nervosa, with a primary outcome of weight
gain, and secondary outcomes of eating disorder symptoms, other mental health symptoms
and quality of life (ANZCTR: ACTRN12622001306707).
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8. General Considerations
8.1. Safety

CBD appears to have a relatively mild safety profile [72]. The most frequently reported
adverse effects from trials in paediatric epilepsy have been fatigue, sedation, nausea,
diarrhoea and appetite suppression [73]. It is notable that these studies mostly used very
high doses, up to 20 mg/kg/day.

In contrast, it is known that habitual recreational use of THC can cause paranoia,
hallucinations and psychosis, and chronic long-term use in adolescents may affect neu-
rodevelopmental functions such as memory and cognition, although the evidence remains
uncertain [74]. Very little is known, however, about the side-effect profile of prescribed
THC, particularly for children and adolescents. Although prescribed MC is likely to involve
lower doses of THC than exposure from illicit cannabis use, the potential adverse effects of
THC need to be considered if it is to be prescribed for young people, particularly in patients
with a personal or close family history of psychotic symptoms.

8.2. Patient Access to Medicinal Cannabis

Patient access to prescribed MC varies in different countries. In Australia, doctors have
been able to prescribe MC for the past 7 years. This requires applying for individual patient
approval from the regulator, the Therapeutic Goods Administration. In the submission,
the prescribing doctor must specify the clinical indication, provide a clinical justification,
describe the monitoring plan, and select from one of five categories with different pro-
portions of total non-CBD cannabinoids, as well as specifying the type of formulation
to be prescribed. Some GPs, paediatricians and child and adolescent psychiatrists have
begun prescribing MC products for children and adolescents with developmental and
mental health disorders. In 2022, 1783 applications to prescribe MC for patients under age
18 years were approved, the vast majority being for liquid preparations (oils) [57]. The most
common clinical indications were ASD (575), anxiety (503), epilepsy (215) and ADHD (131).

All MC preparations are very expensive, with cost representing a likely barrier to
access for many patients. Furthermore, anecdotally, many doctors are unwilling to prescribe
MC, reporting that they lack knowledge about the evidence for benefits and safety, and
also that they are unfamiliar with the prescribing process, which is more complicated than
prescribing other medications.

Use of non-prescribed (unregulated) MC preceded use of prescribed MC, and non-
prescribed MC continues to be used for a range of reasons, including ease of access and cost.
However, both overlabelling and underlabelling of the content of the major cannabinoids
THC and CBD has been identified in investigations of labelling accuracy of MC products,
introducing the risks of lack of benefit or adverse events [75,76]. Furthermore, there is a
risk of drug interactions with the use of non-prescribed MC.

8.3. Attitudes of Parents and Health Professionals toward MC for Children

In a recent large US nationally representative household survey, 73% of parents of
children aged 3-18 years indicated they believed CBD may be a good option for children
when other medications do not work [77]. Among a US-based sample of children with ASD
receiving MC, four out of five carers indicated that it was chosen as a therapy because it is
a natural remedy [78]. We have recently conducted a large survey of the attitudes of Aus-
tralian parents of children with developmental, behavioural and/or emotional problems
to MC (manuscript in preparation). Over three quarters reported that they would be com-
fortable giving it to their child. A paired survey of paediatricians and child psychiatrists
found that three quarters had been asked about MC by a parent, and over half believed
it was a legitimate medical therapy. Anecdotally, some parents have requested to try MC
(particularly CBD) for their child first line, i.e., before other psychotropic medications,
because they believe it is less likely to cause adverse effects.
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8.4. Research Challenges

The establishment and conduct of clinical trials of MC often present greater challenges
compared to trials of other drugs. These include limited preclinical and safety data, limited
information to inform choice of MC product and dose, sourcing a continuous supply of
high-quality investigational product with reliable batch-to-batch consistency, manufacture
of a quality placebo, limitations on shelf-life, and requirements for secure storage [79].
Furthermore, the high cost of MC generates unusually large study budgets. These factors
can result in difficulties in obtaining grant funding, ethics approvals and governance
certificates, and in successfully carrying trials through to completion.

9. Conclusions

Evidence to inform the appropriate use of MC in the treatment of paediatric devel-
opmental, behavioural and mental health disorders is gradually emerging. A variety of
products and doses have been used in different trials. Results of studies in ASD, the
disorder most studied to date, have been mixed. Synthetic, transdermal CBD gel has
demonstrated efficacy for reducing social avoidance in a sub-group of children with Fragile
X syndrome. Trials are planned or underway in ASD, intellectual disability, several spe-
cific neurodevelopmental syndromes, Tourette’s syndrome, anxiety, anorexia nervosa and
psychosis. There are currently no trials completed or underway to support prescribing in
ADHD. Should current trials support the use of MC in children, then in order to guide
clinical prescribing, future research may seek to investigate the optimal therapeutic dose
range and cannabinoid profile—for example, the most effective ratio of CBD and THC—or
the potential role of minor cannabinoids.

Despite the lack of good evidence, prescribing of MC for these patients is increasing.
Professional organisations have urged caution in prescribing MC until there is stronger
supportive evidence [80,81].

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https://
www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/ijerph20085430/s1, Table S1: Registered trials of medicinal cannabis
in autism spectrum disorder.
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