
L E T T E R TO TH E ED I TO R

Cannabis use patterns and comparison trends in Canada

In a recent noteworthy article, Caulkins examined long-term cannabis

use trends in the USA (1979–2022), with reference to associations

with different cannabis policy periods [1]. These evolving trends

translated into declines in cannabis use until the early-1990s, partial

recovery towards the early-2000s and substantial increases since

then. In addition, recent US-based increases in cannabis use coincided

with expansions of intensive use, where growing proportions of can-

nabis consumers report daily/near-daily use; their numbers recently

exceeded the number of daily/near-daily drinkers.

Some limited – while less consistent – related data indicator mea-

sures are available for the neighboring North American country of

Canada, the first G-7 country to implement a national cannabis legaliza-

tion policy in 2018 [2]. For example, in the Canadian Substance Use

Survey (CSUS), a conglomerate of iterative national general population

surveys (for ages 15+ years) over time, the prevalence of cannabis use

(in past 12 months) increased from 9.1% (2011) to 14.8% (2017) pre-

legalization, and rose further to 20.7% (2019) and 32.4% (2023) post-

legalization [3]. On this basis, the prevalence of cannabis use grew by

more than 250%, but rose to more than fourfold (from an estimated

2.4 million to 10.9 million individuals) in total population size during this

13-year period. In comparison, the prevalence of alcohol use (past year)

remained generally steady, involving slightly below four-fifths of the

population (from 78% in 2011 to 79.3% in 2023) through correspond-

ing years. Notably, for standard indicators of intensive use of either

substance, the CSUS found that 25.4% of cannabis users (an estimated

2.8 million individuals) reported daily/near-daily use, whereas 13.4% of

alcohol users (3.6 million individuals) reported typically consuming five

or more drinks per drinking occasion in 2023 [3–5].

In addition and comprising a somewhat more extensive scope of

time, the CAMH Monitor, a longstanding general adult population (18

+ years) survey conducted by the Centre for Addiction and Mental

Health (CAMH) for Ontario, Canada’s most populous province, found

the prevalence of cannabis use (in the past 12 months) to be steady at

low levels in the pre-2000s (e.g. 8.1% in 1977 and 10.4% in 1999);

this then continuously increased through a pre-legalization liberaliza-

tion period (to 19.4% in 2017) and underwent additional substantial

increases following the implementation of legalization (to 25.6% in

2019 and 31.3% in 2023) [6]. Conversely, the prevalence of alcohol

use registered some minor elevations in earlier years (e.g. 1984–

1995), but-- similar to the national data shown - remained generally

steady around the 80% mark throughout and for recent measure-

ments (78.3% in 2023). In 2023, 25.8% of Ontario adults (an esti-

mated 2.97 million individuals) reported any cannabis use, while 8.6%

(988 000 individuals) – or a third of self-reported users – reported

daily use (in the past 3 months), with indications of multifold increases

over the past decade; in comparison, 10.3% (1.18 million individuals)

– or about one-in-eight of the self-reported (9.0 million individuals)

alcohol consumers – reported daily alcohol use, with only small corre-

sponding changes [6, 7].

Canada-based data indicate evolving cannabis use patterns that

are similar to those in the USA, including the overall stark recent

increases in use rates, especially during cannabis policy liberalization

periods (e.g. medical legalization as implemented from the early-

2000s onwards, and non-medical legalization, as implemented in

2018) [1, 8, 9]. Moreover, data indicate relatively large and apparently

growing proportions of cannabis consumers involved in intensive

and/or high-risk use, as defined by standard measures [4, 5, 7]. While

alcohol use far exceeds cannabis use in prevalence, the current num-

bers of intensive cannabis users may be nearing the total numbers of

intensive alcohol users. On this basis, the data presented overall con-

firm cannabis to be an increasing priority substance for public health-

oriented interventions [10–12].
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