
The Cannabis-Psychosis-
Schizophrenia Connection 
Marijuana is popular because it alters perceptions. 
Psychosis revolves around misperceptions.
by Erik Messamore, MD, PhD
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Links between marijuana and psychosis have been known for more than 150 years. Cannabis 
was widely used as a medicine during the 19th century. And medical textbooks from that era 
described a number of side effects, including psychosis.

A 1996 survey in New Zealand10 revealed that about 15% of people who have used marijuana 
experienced a side effect of psychosis. Modern studies also find higher rates of schizophrenia 
among cannabis consumers, with higher risk among more frequent consumers7.

The chemical effects of marijuana resemble the biochemical changes seen in psychosis or 
schizophrenia. The main active ingredient of marijuana is THC, and giving THC to rats creates 
a brain information processing abnormality usually seen in psychosis or schizophrenia. And 
healthy human volunteers will experience symptoms of psychosis when given THC or cannabis 
extracts under laboratory conditions.

As more and more states create medical marijuana programs, it's important to remember that 
all medications have side effects and that marijuana is not the right medicine for everyone.
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Cannabis Causes 
Schizophrenia- Like 
Changes in People

THC causes psychosis in 
healthy human beings 
and usually worsens 
symptoms in people 
with schizophrenia.8

Canadian Warning Label
The government of Canada requires this 
health warning on all cannabis packages.9

Cannabis Causes Schizophrenia-  
Like Changes in Animals

Giving THC to animals 
changes their:

• Emotional Response

• Social Behavior

• Motivation

• Activity

• Brain Function

in ways that resemble 
schizophrenia in people.6

WARNING: Regular use of cannabis can increase the risk of
psychosis and schizophrenia.

MISE EN GARDE: Consommer régulièrement du cannabis
peut augmenter le risque de psychose et de schizophrenié.
Les jeunes sont particulièrement à risque.

Health Canada / Santé Canada

Young people are especially at risk.

Based on 10 separate 
studies, frequent 
cannabis users have 
nearly 4 times 
greater risk for 
schizophrenia.7

Exposure to Cannabis
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Schizophrenia Risk Goes Up 
with More Frequent 
Cannabis Use
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