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Medical Cannabis Use
Kevin Boehnke and coauthors (Feb
2019) describe the indications of li-
censed medical marijuana users in
several states and compare those in-
dications to evidence of efficacy. Ac-
cording to estimates from the Nation-
al Survey on Drug Use and Health
(NSDUH) for 2013–15, in medical
marijuana states, approximately 2.5 per-
cent of Americans older than age twelve
used medical marijuana in the past
year.1 However, the authors’ results im-
ply thatmedicalmarijuana use—at least,
licensed use—is much less common
than the NSDUH reports. Within eigh-
teen states studied for 2016, they found
just 641,176 licensed medical marijuana
users (0.4 percent prevalence).
This discrepancy merits investiga-

tion. If the true prevalence of medical
marijuana use is closer to the authors’
licensed user counts, this strengthens
the argument that medical marijuana
cannot possibly account for the popu-
lation health improvements reported
in ecological studies.2 If the true prev-
alence is closer to the NSDUH esti-
mates, states might not be capturing
how medical marijuana is accessed or
used.

Unlike data from the NSDUH, the
authors’ licensed user counts are not
intended to calculate national preva-
lence: Six states with operational
medical marijuana programs in 2016
(California, Connecticut, Maryland,
Maine, Ohio, and Washington) were
omitted due to incomplete data. How-
ever, for these omitted states to bal-
ance the authors’ counts with NSDUH
estimates, the states would need to
have had approximately 6.2 million
medical marijuana users (5.3 percent
prevalence). In that case, omitted
states appear vastly different from in-
cluded states, and with almost ten
times as many omitted users as stud-
ied users, the authors’ results might
not be extrapolatable nationally.
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