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MISSION of SDRG

To understand and promote 
healthy behaviors and 
positive social development 
among diverse populations, 
we:

•	 Conduct research on 
factors that influence 
development

•	 Develop and test 
the effectiveness of 
interventions

•	 Study service systems 
and work to improve 
them

•	 Advocate for science-
based solutions to health 
and behavior problems

•	 Disseminate knowledge, 
tools, and expertise 
produced by this 
research

In 2012, Washington and Colorado became the first two U.S. states to 
legalize retail cannabis for adults. Although cannabis use remains illegal 
under federal law, as of 2025, twenty-two other states have legalized retail 
cannabis. Cannabis use by those under 21 years of age is currently not 
allowed in any jurisdiction, but many adults have concerns that a recent shift 
toward more permissive laws and 
norms around adult cannabis use 
may lead to increased adolescent 
use. Adolescent cannabis use 
is a public health concern, with 
strong evidence that cannabis use 
negatively impacts the developing 
brain and raises the risk of 
problematic use and other health 
consequences in adulthood. 

RESEARCH ON EFFECTS OF CANNABIS 
LEGALIZATION ON USE IN YOUNG PEOPLE  

SDRG researchers have been studying this issue since 2012 and have 
published several articles and research briefs on the topic. Several recent 
studies by SDRG scientists and affiliated researchers provide insights into 
the circumstances under which retail cannabis legalization may – or may 
not – impact adolescent and young adult cannabis use. These studies used 
data from a variety of ongoing projects at SDRG and elsewhere. Studies 
include the Seattle Social Development Project and Community Youth 
Development Study (both housed at SDRG), the Oregon Youth Study, and 
the Rochester Intergenerational Study. Research highlights are summarized 
in the below table.  

THIRTEEN YEARS OF RETAIL CANNABIS:  
INSIGHTS FROM RECENT RESEARCH  

https://depts.washington.edu/sdrg/research/projects/ssdp-tip-cannabis-legalization-youth-substance-use-conduct-problems-and-hiv-risk-behavior/
https://depts.washington.edu/sdrg/research/projects/cyds-long-term-effects-of-ctc-on-young-adults-from-small-towns/
https://depts.washington.edu/sdrg/research/projects/cyds-long-term-effects-of-ctc-on-young-adults-from-small-towns/
https://www.oslc.org/blog/project/three-generational-study/
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https://www.icpsr.umich.edu/web/NAHDAP/studies/37920__;!!K-Hz7m0Vt54!kSrWGUDegTnccBg61YbAo7nnkfDSGzJEHpC7AmMPKZ7a9WkEf7FFv-JkM0MDYBpPzdrdykQXyNRf4w$
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1Bailey, J.A., Tiberio, S.S., Kerr, D.C.R., Epstein, M., Henry, K.L., & Capaldi, D.M. (2023). Effects of cannabis legalization on 
adolescent cannabis use across 3 studies. American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 64(3), 361-367. 
2Kerr, D.C.R, Tiberio, S.S., Bailey, J.A., Epstein, M., Henry, K.L., & Capaldi, D.M. (2024). Youth exposure to recreational cannabis 
legalization: Moderation of effects by sex and parental cannabis use during adolescence. Substance Use & Misuse, 59(6), 947-
952. 
3Oesterle, S., McNeish, D., Guttmannova, K., Skinner, M.L., Kuklinski, M. R., & Hawkins, J.D. (2024). Young adults’ cannabis 
environment and their cannabis use and misuse. Journal of the Society for Social Work and Research. doi:10.1086/729613.
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EMERGING CONCLUSIONS IN A CHANGING POLICY LANDSCAPE 

Retail cannabis is relatively new, with the legal landscape evolving along with public health knowledge around 
potential harms of cannabis use. Prevention efforts for youth should focus on cannabis use norms within 
their communities, families, and peer groups. Adapted interventions and messaging may be needed with 
a focus on cannabis use. Policymakers should familiarize themselves with prevention principles and new 
research findings to be responsive to emerging public health concerns around retail cannabis within this 
dynamic policy environment.   

Project Key Findings Prevention Implications

Seattle Social Development 
Project – The Intergenerational 
Project (Washington) 
Oregon Youth Study – Three 
Generational Study (Oregon) 
Rochester Intergenerational Study 
(New York)

1Adolescents did not increase 
their cannabis use in the wake 
of retail cannabis legalization in 
Washington State (legalized in 
2012) and Oregon (legalized in 
2015). 

At this point, adolescent cannabis 
use is holding steady in the wake 
of legalization. In the near term, 
legalization itself has not appeared 
to be a driving factor for change in 
cannabis use among adolescents 
in general.

2Study 1 did not find increases in 
cannabis use among adolescents 
in general following legalization. 
But study 2 showed that youth 
whose parents used cannabis 
in their own adolescence did 
use cannabis more frequently 
following legalization.

Parenting in a state with 
liberalized cannabis policies may 
present new challenges and 
require that novel prevention 
resources be developed. For 
example, prevention resources 
for parents who use cannabis 
themselves may be helpful.

Community Youth Development 
Study (24 rural communities 
around the U.S.)

3Norms around cannabis use in 
young adults’ social environments 
were more tolerant where 
cannabis was legal. However, 
tolerant cannabis norms were 
more strongly associated with 
young adults’ cannabis use and 
misuse than the legal status itself.

Targeting cannabis norms in 
young adults’ social environments 
should be an intervention priority 
because it will prevent cannabis 
use and misuse among young 
adults in a range of legal contexts, 
including where cannabis is not 
legal.
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