
Q: What is marijuana?
A: According to the National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA), marijuana is “a dry, shredded green and 
brown mix of leaves, flowers, stems, and seeds from the hemp plant ‘Cannabis sativa’.” The primary 
psychoactive chemical it contains is Tetrahydrocannabinol (THC). Marijuana is currently the most 
common illicitly used drug in the United States, and national survey data indicates that more teenagers 
are now marijuana smokers than cigarette smokers.

Q: What is the difference between “medical” marijuana and “street” marijuana?
A: There is no discernible difference between “medical” and “street” marijuana, other than the purpose 
for which it is used.  They have the same qualities and potential risks.

Q: Is medical marijuana legal?
A: The legalization of medical marijuana has been a hotly debated topic. While the U.S. Food and   

Drug Administration (FDA) has not approved the prescription of marijuana for any 
health condition, more than a dozen states and the District of Columbia have legalized 

its use for health-related purposes including alleviation of symptoms. In these 
states, the legalization of marijuana is based on decisions by voters and legislators, 
rather than scientific evaluation. However, the FDA has approved two synthetic 
prescription drugs based on a component of cannabis: Dronabinol and Nabilone. 

THC, the active ingredient in marijuana, is also approved by the FDA to relieve nausea 
caused by cancer chemotherapy and to stimulate appetite in severe weight loss caused by 

AIDS. This approval came after a series of carefully controlled clinical trials proving its benefits.

Q: Why is marijuana not an FDA-approved medicine?
A: Scientific research into marijuana and its ingredients is ongoing, however there is not sufficient 
evidence to date to gain approval by the FDA. According to the National Institutes of Health (NIH), in 
order to be considered a legitimate medicine, a substance must have definite, measurable, and consistent 
ingredients that do not vary between units so that dose and frequency can be determined. Because 
marijuana contains more than 400 chemical compounds that vary from plant to plant, its consideration 
as a medicine is complicated. Further, because marijuana is usually smoked, there are many adverse 
health effects associated with inhaling smoke, such as the worsening of respiratory symptoms. It can also 
be addictive, impair short-term memory and motor skills, slow reaction time, alter mood and judgment, 
and sometimes cause anxiety or paranoia.
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Q: How likely is it that marijuana will be approved in the future?
A: It is difficult to say whether marijuana will be approved anytime in the 
near future, given its associated health risks. However, ongoing research 
trials do show promising results for the possibility of using marijuana to 
create other FDA-approvable medicines for the treatment of ailments such as 
neuropathic pain, addiction, obesity, and irritable bowel syndrome.

Q: Where can I get more information?
A:  The following sites provide useful information regarding marijuana and 
its medical uses:

http://www.drugabuse.gov/marijuana-research-nida

http://www.drugabuse.gov/publications/research-reports/marijuana-abuse

http://nccam.nih.gov/health/marijuana

http://www.drugabuse.gov/publications/drugfacts/marijuana-medicine
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