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Background

Potential harms from Cannabis legalization in Canada include new 
methods of consumption that increase potency, new appeal to 
minors, and long-term consequences for at-risk & vulnerable groups 
such as children and youth.

▪ Windle, S. B., Wade, K., Filion, K. B., Kimmelman, J., Thombs, B. D., & Eisenberg, M. J. (2019). 
Potential harms from legalization of recreational cannabis use in Canada. Canadian Journal of 
Public Health, 110(2), 222-226.

In the current federal policy context of legalization of recreational 
cannabis, youth perceptions of cannabis harm take on heightened 
importance.



Method: Survey Instrument CSTADS

www.cstads.ca

From 2008/2009 to 2016/2017, the Canadian 

Student Tobacco Alcohol and Drugs Survey (CSTADS) 

(formerly  Youth Smoking Survey) collected biennial 

student substance use data across Canada. 



Method

▪ In 2016/2017, CSTADS data were collected from 52,103 students 
in 9 Canadian provinces (grades 7-12). 

▪ The PEI sample included 4536 students in 21 schools (grades 7-
12).

▪ We analyzed questions related to youth perceptions of cannabis 
related harms between 2014/15 and 2016/2017 as well as new 
questions about methods of cannabis consumption contained in 
the 2016/17 data collection cycle. 



Trends in Cannabis Use over Time

“Despite the common perception that cannabis use is 
increasing among young people, nationally representative 
findings from Canada's ‘benchmark’ survey indicate that 
cannabis use among youth peaked in 2008/09 and 
generally decreased thereafter”.

▪ Leos-Toro, C., Rynard, V., Murnaghan, D., MacDonald, J. A., & Hammond, D. 
(2019). Trends in cannabis use over time among Canadian youth: 2004–2014. 
Preventive medicine, 118, 30-37.



CSTADS PEI & Canada: 12 month Cannabis Use

PEI 2016/17:

• Significant drop for males 

(29% to 21%)

• Significant drop for gr. 10-

12 (37% to 32%)

Thompson-Haile, A., Madill, C., 

Burkhalter, R., MacKenzie, A., 

MacDonald, J, Murnaghan, D., & 

Cooke, M. (2018). Provincial Patterns 

and Trends in Cannabis Use from the 

Canadian Student Tobacco, Alcohol 

and Drugs Survey (CSTADS): Prince 

Edward Island. Waterloo, Ontario: 

Propel Centre for Population Health 

Impact, University of Waterloo



CSTADS PEI & Canada: Lifetime Cannabis Use

2008/2009 gr. 7-12 use:

PEI – 21.4%

Canada – 32.6%

2016/17 gr. 7-12 use:

PEI – 24.4% 

Canada – 20.7%

Thompson-Haile, A., Madill, C., 

Burkhalter, R., MacKenzie, A., 

MacDonald, J, Murnaghan, D., & 

Cooke, M. (2018). Provincial 

Patterns and Trends in Cannabis 

Use from the Canadian Student 

Tobacco, Alcohol and Drugs Survey 

(CSTADS): Prince Edward Island. 

Waterloo, Ontario: Propel Centre 

for Population Health Impact, 

University of Waterloo



Perceptions of Harm Decrease in Canada

Canadian student perceptions of the harm of smoking 
cannabis showed significant change 2016-17: 

19% of students reported that smoking cannabis once in a while put 
people at ‘great risk’ of harming themselves (decreased from 25% 
2014/2015)

18% of students thought there was ‘no risk’ (increased from 14% 
2014/2015)

▪ Health Canada (2019) Summary of results for the Canadian Student Tobacco, 
Alcohol and Drugs Survey 2016-17. https://www.canada.ca/en/health-

canada/services/canadian-student-tobacco-alcohol-drugs-survey/2016-2017-summary.html

https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/canadian-student-tobacco-alcohol-drugs-survey/2016-2017-summary.html


Perceived risk of harm when smoking Cannabis 
‘once in a while’

Trend: Fewer PEI 

students 

perceived a 

moderate-great 

risk (46%) than 

Canadian 

students (50%) in 

2016/17.



Perceived Harm: Smoking Cannabis or other 
method on a regular basis

67% of PEI students 

perceived a moderate-great 

risk of using other methods of 

consumption on a regular 

basis as compared to 70% 

perceived harm from 

smoking regularly.

Thompson-Haile, A., Madill, C., Burkhalter, R., MacKenzie, A., 

MacDonald, J, Murnaghan, D., & Cooke, M. (2018). Provincial Patterns 

and Trends in Cannabis Use from the Canadian Student Tobacco, 

Alcohol and Drugs Survey (CSTADS): Prince Edward Island. Waterloo, 

Ontario: Propel Centre for Population Health Impact, University of 

Waterloo



Modes of Use in PEI (among those who have ever 
tried Cannabis)

Thompson-Haile, A., Madill, C., Burkhalter, R., MacKenzie, A., MacDonald, J, 

Murnaghan, D., & Cooke, M. (2018). Provincial Patterns and Trends in 

Cannabis Use from the Canadian Student Tobacco, Alcohol and Drugs Survey 

(CSTADS): Prince Edward Island. Waterloo, Ontario: Propel Centre for 

Population Health Impact, University of Waterloo

Vaporized now the second most 

common mode of consumption 

(31%)

Important to track modes of use 

post-legalization & alongside 

current vaping trends from 

CSTADS 2018/19



Perceived Harm PEI Confidence Intervals



Discussion and Future Research

▪ Youth perceived harm of cannabis use appears to have changed 
pre-legalization and raises alarms for continued lessening of 
perceived harm in a legalized policy environment. 

▪ Further regression analyses will be conducted to predict perception 
of harm.

▪ It is important to note that the potential health, social and legal 
aspects of cannabis use among youth are yet to be fully 
understood. 

▪ A national call to action on the harms of cannabis use that informs 
policy development to protect youth is needed.
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