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Beliefs and 
Perceptions

Beliefs and perceptions are the attitudes and ideas people have about 
risks, benefits and harms of cannabis use.

KEY MESSAGES

1. Perceptions and beliefs about cannabis vary by gender, with men less likely to perceive adverse risks  
of cannabis use for a range of health issues and activities.

2. Perceptions of cannabis messaging vary by gender as well as user status, with young women more in 
favour of including calls to action in warning labels.

3. It is important that health care providers effectively convey information about risks and benefits of 
cannabis use, especially regarding pregnancy and reproductive health.

4. The literature on gendered beliefs and perceptions surrounding cannabis use, benefits, and harms 
published since 2018 is limited, with the majority of literature examining the perceptions of young adults 
or perceptions of cannabis use on various health conditions. 

INTRODUCTION

This research summary is part of a larger research and knowledge translation project about sex, gender and 
cannabis use at the Centre of Excellence for Women’s Health and funded by Health Canada. The project 
focuses on providing sex and gender based analyses of cannabis trends, research and information, with 
a particular emphasis on improving responses to women’s cannabis use. Research methods and other 
research materials are posted on the Sex, Gender and Cannabis Hub. While most of the available literature 
considers or studies men and boys and/or women and girls, we include information about all genders, if 
available. 

Our 2019 Sex, Gender and Cannabis report assessed a range of sex and gender related factors affecting 
cannabis use based on literature published prior to 2018. In that report, we found that there were gendered 
influences on risks and perceptions of cannabis use and the impact of perceptions on patterns of use [1]. 
Some key findings included: 
 » Women perceived cannabis use as more dangerous than men [2].

 » Habitual cannabis use by girls was described as inappropriate whereas boys who regularly used cannabis 
were perceived as cool and relaxed [3].

 » Boys were significantly more likely than girls to endorse positive attitudes about cannabis, including that 
cannabis would make them feel more relaxed or become more popular [4].

 » Women who believed that cannabis would support relaxation were more likely to report cannabis use to 
relieve anxiety [5].
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This summary describes evidence 
from 30 articles from academic and 
grey literature published between 
2018 and 2020 related to beliefs and 
perceptions of cannabis use.     
    

GENDER AND PERCEPTIONS OF 
THE RISKS OF CANNABIS 

There are varying perceptions of cannabis use 
across genders. For example:
 » A Canadian study of middle and high school 

students [6] and another with Canadian young 
adults [7] found that a higher proportion of girls 
perceived cannabis use to be risky, compared to 
boys. 

 » A study of high school seniors in the USA found 
that despite lower prevalence of cannabis use, 
girls were less likely to disapprove of their peers’ 
cannabis use [8]. 

 » Nearly half of African American women in a US 
study believed that it was extremely wrong to 
smoke cannabis and that cannabis use was 
associated with extreme risks of people harming 
themselves [9].

 » African American women who perceived cannabis 
use as wrong were less likely to report daily 
cannabis use [9].

GENDER AND HEALTH 
PERCEPTIONS RELATED TO 
CANNABIS USE 

There are few significant gender differences in 
perceptions of risk associated with cannabis use 
among young adults. For example, a Canadian study 
of young adults found that a majority of men and 
women reported that:
 » Cannabis can be harmful to both physical (58% of 

men vs. 60% of women) and mental (63% of men 
vs. 69% of women) health [7].

 » Cannabis can be addictive (70% of men vs. 73% of 
women) [7]. 

 » Cannabis could help reduce anxiety (81% of men 
vs. 79% of women). 

 » Cannabis could make people anxious (50% of men 
and women) [7]. 

 » Cannabis was safer than other recreational drugs 
(84% of men vs. 82% of women) [7].

There are, however, gender differences in 
perceptions of cannabis versus alcohol use and the 
related harms [7].
 » The majority of young adults reported that they 

believed that cannabis is safer than alcohol, with 
men more likely to report this than women (75% 
vs. 63%, respectively) [7]. 

 » Men were also more likely to believe that cannabis 
was safe to use during pregnancy (8% vs. 5%) and 
when driving (14% vs. 7%), compared to women [7].

Perceptions of cannabis use on some health 
conditions:
 » 42% of cannabis users from a voice clinic in the US 

believed that cannabis use resulted in immediate 
changes to their voice, including hoarseness, 
breathiness and weakness and 29% reported 
that there were long-term effects, with no gender 
differences reported [10].

 » More men than women with epilepsy believed that 
cannabis improved their seizure control (63% and 
45%, respectively) [11]. 

 » A third of men with advanced prostate cancer 
believed that cannabis could be used to cure 
cancer. Non-cannabis users with prostate cancer 
more commonly perceived benefits of cannabis 
use including a reduction in pain, depression, and 
irritability [12].

WOMEN’S BELIEFS ABOUT 
CANNABIS, PREGNANCY AND 
PARENTING

Pregnant and parenting women have several reasons 
for using cannabis. Women typically mention 
management of morning sickness, stress, to improve 
sleep, or to respond to the physical toll of mothering. 
Some women also believe that cannabis allows them 
to better function as mothers [13].
 » In a Canadian study of pregnant women, the 

majority of women (94%) believed that cannabis 
could pass to the fetus and 91% reported that they 
believed cannabis could be transmitted through 
breastmilk [14]. 
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Seeking out information was not 
significantly related to women’s 

decision-making about 
cannabis use but receiving 

information from a healthcare 
provider was influential

 » Women who did not believe cannabis could pass 
to the fetus were more likely to have sought out 
health information about cannabis and pregnancy 
from the internet or friends and family [14]. 

 » Seeking out information was not significantly 
related to women’s decision-making about 
cannabis use but receiving information from a 
healthcare provider was influential.  

 » Women who continued to use cannabis during 
pregnancy were significantly more likely to report 
receiving information on cannabis use from a 
healthcare provider compared to those who had 
stopped using cannabis [14]. 

GENDER AND PERCEPTIONS OF 
SYNTHETIC CANNABINOID USE

A study of undergraduate students in the USA found 
that men and women students were less likely to use 
synthetic cannabinoids compared to alcohol and 
cannabis botanicals.
 » Both men and women students cited fear of brain 

damage and impacts on comprehension, memory, 
grades, sleep and athletic performance. These 
fears were influenced by media representation of 
synthetic cannabinoids [15].

 » Men and women students expressed that: the use 
of synthetic cannabinoids did not fit into their 
self-image; they wanted to be positive role models 
and; they were afraid that synthetic cannabinoids 
were laced with other drugs [15].

 » Men reported that there was not enough 
information available on the effects of synthetic 
cannabinoids, and women expressed that they 
chose to abstain from synthetic cannabinoids 
because they were expensive [15]. 

 » The men and women students who responded felt 
that they did not need synthetic cannabinoids to 
‘have a good time’ [15].

GENDER AND MESSAGING ABOUT 
PREVENTING CANNABIS HARMS

Perceptions of cannabis use public health messaging 
is influenced by both gender and cannabis use 
status. 

A US study exploring cannabis legalization 
messaging with parents and male and female youth 
in Washington State found that there were no gender 
differences in perceptions of conversation starters 
for parents or messaging around consequences 
of cannabis use, potential harms of youth use, or 
positive alternatives for youth.
 » Parent and youth non-users rated messages 

about consequences and positive alternatives 
higher than users. Parents who were non-users 
also rated messaging about the law higher than all 
other messaging. 

 » Both parents and youth appreciated messaging 
that discussed potential harms and risks of 
cannabis use. [16]. 

A Canadian study examining the levels of support for 
health warning labels among youth 16 – 30 years old 
found that:
 » Men were less likely (79%) than women (89%) 

to support the inclusion of information about 
quitlines or other calls to action on warning labels 
[17]. 

Seeking out information was not 
significantly related to women’s 

decision-making about cannabis 
use but receiving information 

from a healthcare provider was 
influential 
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Girls and women are 
more likely to perceive 
cannabis use as risky 
or harmful compared 

to boys and men

Summary
Perceptions of cannabis use, benefits and harms as well as associated messaging differ by gender. Echoing 
previous findings [1, 2], recent literature demonstrates that girls and women are more likely to perceive cannabis 
use as risky or harmful compared to boys and men. Young women are also more likely to support the inclusion 
of calls to action, including information about cannabis quitlines in warning labels. The findings also show that 
the media, internet, family, and friends continue to play a role in how individuals perceive cannabis and synthetic 
cannabinoids and their respective benefits and harms, with no significant gender differences reported. There is 
a need to conceptualize effective sex and gender sensitive prevention and public health messaging regardless of 
cannabis use status, in order to clarify risk, especially with respect to use during pregnancy.

Suggested Reference: Wolfson, L., Greaves, L., Brabete, A. C., & Poole, N. (2021). Sex, Gender and Cannabis – 
Beliefs and Perceptions. Vancouver, BC: Centre of Excellence for Women’s Health.

This project has received financial support from Health Canada’s Substance Use and Addiction Program. The 
views expressed herein are not necessarily those of Health Canada.
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