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Working with communities to address 
the opioid crisis.

² SAMHSA’s State Targeted Response Technical Assistance 
(STR-TA) grant created the Opioid Response Network to 
assist STR grantees, individuals and other organizations by 
providing the resources and technical assistance they need 
locally to address the opioid crisis .

² Technical assistance is available to support the evidence-
based prevention, treatment, and recovery of opioid use 
disorders. 
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Working with communities to address 
the opioid crisis.

² The Opioid Response Network (ORN) provides local, 
experienced consultants in prevention, treatment and 
recovery to communities and organizations to help address 
this opioid crisis. 

² The ORN accepts requests for education and training. 

² Each state/territory has a designated team, led by a regional 
Technology Transfer Specialist (TTS), who is an expert in 
implementing evidence-based practices. 
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Contact the Opioid Response Network

² To ask questions or submit a technical assistance 
request: 

• Visit www.OpioidResponseNetwork.org 
• Email orn@aaap.org
• Call 401-270-5900
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Cannabinoids



Objectives

² Identify different cannabinoids, including cannabis 
(marijuana), CBD, and synthetic cannabinoids.

² Recognize clinical clues to use of cannabinoids.

² Discuss treatment of complications resulting from 
use of cannabinoids.



What is Cannabis?

² Also known as marijuana, 
pot, weed

² Cannabis sativa
– hemp plant

² Active ingredients
– Tetrahydrocannabinol 

(THC)
– Cannabidiol (CBD)
– >100 other cannabinoids

² Variable amounts of THC
– Becoming more potent



Dronabinol (Marinol)

² Synthetic THC
² Partial agonist at CB1 

receptors
² FDA approved

– Nausea (chemotherapy)
– Weight loss (AIDS wasting 

syndrome)

² Schedule III controlled 
substance
– Not Schedule I like 

cannabis

² Oral pill
– Not smoked



Nabilone (Cesamet)

² Synthetic compound 
similar to THC

² FDA approved
– Nausea due to cancer 

chemotherapy when other 
medications haven’t 
worked

² Schedule II controlled 
substance
– Less restricted than 

cannabis
– More restricted than 

dronabinol

² Oral capsule
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Cannabidiol

² Most abundant 
cannabinoid in hemp 
plant (marijuana)

² Low affinity for CB 
receptors
– Not intoxicating

² Agonist at serotonin 5-
HT1A receptors

² Antioxidant properties
² Studied for treatment of 

epilepsy and other 
neurological disorders

² Epidiolex
– Concentrated CBD oil 

(>98%)
– Anti-seizure medication
– FDA fast-track IND for 

pediatric epilepsy



What is really in CBD?

² Testing shows
– Low levels of CBD
– Most CBD products 

contain >0.5% THC

² Many impurities
– Fungus
– Pesticides
– Heavy metals (from soil)

² Synthetic cannabinoids 
(Kush, Spice, fake weed) 
sold as CBD



Cannabis legalization

² 36 states (and DC) have legalized cannabis for treatment of 
medical conditions

² 15 states (and DC) have legalized cannabis for recreational use
² 17.5% of the US population used cannabis in the past year

– Up from 11% in 2002



Product Description Notes
Smoked products 
(aka joint)

Cannabis flowers, leaves, and/or 
buds rolled in thin paper and 
smoked like a tobacco cigarette

Simplest and most common 
way to use cannabis

Blunt Cannabis rolled with tobacco in a 
cigar

Water pipe (aka bong 
or hookah)

Device to filter smoke through 
water during the smoking process

Paraphernalia for smoking; 
illegal in some states

Vaporizer Type of device that uses a battery 
to heat and vaporize cannabis for 
inhalation

Paraphernalia for smoking; 
illegal in some states (an e-
cigarette is a small, 
portable vaporizer)

Hash oil Cannabis plant matter soaked in a 
chemical solvent to extract 
concentrated THC resin

Can be smoked, vaped, or 
ingested orally

Edibles Wide variety of food products 
infused with hash oil and 
consumed orally

Baked goods and candies;

may have 5 mg–100 mg of 
THC per product

Shatter (aka butane 
honey oil, dab, or 
wax) 

THC resin extracted from 
cannabis plant with butane as the 
solvent

Flammable; may explode 
during manufacturing or 
storage

Cannabis Products



Smoked cannabis products

² Cannabis flowers, 
leaves, and/or buds

² Rolled in thin paper
– Joint
– Smoke like tobacco 

cigarette
– Simplest
– Most common

² Blunt (in cigar)

² Onset in few minutes

² Effects last 1-3 hours

² THC in plants seized 
by DEA is increasing
– 4% in 1995
– 12% in 2014



Paraphernalia

² Water pipe
– Bong
– Hookah
– Illegal in some states

² Vaporizer
² E-cigarette
² Oil rig

– Dabbing
– Flash vaporization of 

hash oil from heated 
glass



Concentrated THC resin

² THC resin contains 5-20% 
THC

² Cannabis plant matter 
soaked in chemical solvent

² Extract concentrated resin of 
THC
– Hash oil
– 75 mg to 100 mg

² Smoke/vape
² Ingest orally

– Infuse into edibles
– Cannabutter



Edibles

² Effects in 30-90 minutes
² Lasts 5-8 hours

– Some intoxication effects 
last for 24+ hours

² Difficult to titrate due to 
variability
– Higher levels when eaten 

with fatty foods

² Accidental overdose
– Can lead to hospitalization
– Becoming more common 

in states where legalized



Butane hash oil

² THC resin extracted 
with butane as solvent

² Names
– Honey oil
– Dab
– Wax
– Shatter

² Flammable = dangerous
– Explosive



What are Synthetic Cannabinoids?

² Street ‘brand’ names
– K2, Spice, Kush

² Similar to cannabis
– More severe medical and 

psychiatric effects than 
cannabis products

² Also known as
– Fake weed
– Legal high

² Often sold as “potpourri”



K2, Kush, and Spice

² Solution sprayed on other inert 
plant material
– Sold as incense
– Smoked by users

² Term “spice” now refers to all 
synthetic cannabinoid products
– Regardless of branding

² Substantial variability in product 
composition

² Wide range of concentrations
– High risk of toxicity



Pharmacology

– Synthetic derivatives of 
tetrahydrocannabinol (THC)
• 10-200x greater potency than THC
• Work on CB receptors throughout 

human body as full agonists

– Originally synthesized for research 
purposes in different university 
laboratories

– Largest and most structurally 
diverse category of new 
psychoactive substances (NPS)
• 280 compounds identified to date



Synthetic Cannabinoid use

² Initial use among young 
adults, especially those 
who use cannabis

² Still primarily male, but 
now more non-White 
users

² Rapid growth in use by 
adults with unstable 
housing
– Homeless
– Residing in shelters
– Prisoners

² Most are smoked 
– Joint, bowl, waterpipe
– Can be used orally or 

intranasally



Psychiatric effects

² Acute effects
– Enhanced sociability
– Relaxation
– Altered time perception
– é appetite for sweet 

and fatty foods
• “the munchies”

² High THC levels
– Paranoia
– Panic attacks
– Hallucinations



Physiologic effects

² Acute effects
– Vasodilation

• Bloodshot eyes

– Tachycardia
– Dry mouth
– Impaired motor skills



Benefits of Cannabinoids

² Good evidence of therapeutic 
effect
– Treatment of chronic pain in 

adults
– Anti-emetic

• Oral cannabinoids (dronabinol)
– Improvement in spasticity 

symptoms of multiple sclerosis
• Oral cannabinoids

² ‘Medical Marijuana’
– Most research done with oral 

formulations (dronabinol)
– Public thinks of smoked 

(recreational) cannabis 
products



Some evidence of beneficial effects

² May improve short-term 
sleep problems (poor 
evidence) associated with
– Obstructive sleep apnea
– Fibromyalgia
– Multiple sclerosis
– Chronic pain

² HIV/AIDS weight loss
² Tourette syndrome

– Dronabinol

² Social anxiety disorder 
symptoms
– Cannabidiol (CBD)



Cannabis is NOT effective for

² Depression
– Or any psychiatric 

indication

² Cancer treatment

² Glaucoma

² Spinal cord injury 
spasticity

² ALS symptoms



Risks of cannabis use:
Strong evidence

² Frequent bronchitis
– Long-term smoking
– Improves with 

cessation

² Pregnancy 
complications for 
mother
– Low birth weight
– NICU stay for infant

² Motor vehicle 
collisions

² Pediatric overdoses
– In states where 

cannabis is legal



Cannabis Hyperemesis Syndrome

² Rare syndrome
– Becoming more common

² Chronic cannabis use

² Cyclic episodes of 
vomiting and abdominal 
pain

² Relieved by bathing or 
showering with hot water
– Clinical clue

² Resolves with cessation of 
cannabis use



Cannabis Use Disorder
² Use in larger amounts or for longer periods than intended

² Persistent desire or unsuccessful efforts to cut down
² Great deal of time spent on acquiring, using, or recovering from effects
² Craving
² Failure to fulfill major role obligations (work, school, home)
² Give up important activities (social, occupational, recreational)

² Use in situations in which it is physically hazardous
² Continued use despite social or interpersonal problems
² Use despite worsening physical or psychological problems
² Tolerance
² Withdrawal syndrome



Addiction rates

² 30% of those who use 
cannabis regularly may 
have some degree of 
Cannabis Use Disorder

² 9% of people who use 
cananbis will become 
dependent on it
– 17% in those who start 

using in their teens

² The younger cannabis 
use starts, or more 
frequent use, the higher 
the risk for problem use

² 4 million people use or 
are dependent on 
cannabis
– 138,000 voluntarily 

sought treatment



The Law

² Federal law
– Cannabis is Schedule I

• Not legal
• No recognized therapeutic 

purpose
– Nabilone is Schedule II

• Available by prescription
– Dronabinol is Schedule III

• Limits on refills
– Epidiolex is Schedule IV

² Each state has its own laws 
to regulate supply and use

² Decriminalization
– Reduction or 

elimination of legal 
penalties for possession 
of small amounts of 
cannabis



CBD and the Law
² Federal law

– CBD legal as of 2018

² Must contain >10% CBD
– Cannot contain >0.5% THC

² Texas law
– Legal as of 6/11/19
– Approved conditions

• Seizure disorders
• Multiple sclerosis
• Spasticity
• Amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS)
• Autism
• Terminal cancer
• Incurable neurodegenerative 

diseases (Alzheimer’s, Parkinson’s, 
Huntington’s)



Treatment of Cannabinoid Addiction

² Mutual-help groups
– 12-Step (Narcotics 

Anonymous)
– SMART Recovery

² Behavioral counseling
– Individual
– Facilitated groups

² Family therapy
² Intensive outpatient
² Residential



Summary

Ø There are many ways to use cannabis products

Ø Dronabinol and nabilone are FDA-approved oral forms of THC

Ø Cannabis is illegal in Texas

Ø CBD is legal, but must contain only 0.5% THC

Ø Evidence of benefit for chronic pain, nausea, spasticity

Ø Risk of bronchitis, traffic accidents, overdose, pregnancy 
complications, schizophrenia, psychosis, addiction

Ø Help clients understand the benefits and risks

Ø Cannabis Use Disorder causes real harm, but is treatable
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Questions?


