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Survey: Most teenagers in legalized states
see marijuana marketing on social media

22 November 2019, by Jennifer Whitehill

Jennifer Whitehill is an assistant professor of health
promotion and policy in the UMass Amherst School of
Public Health and Health Sciences. Credit: UMass
Ambherst

Despite restrictions on paid advertising cannabis
on social media, most teenagers reported seeing
marijuana marketing on Facebook, Twitter and
Instagram, according to a public health study
authored by University of Massachusetts Amherst
injury prevention researcher Jennifer Whitehill.

Some 94% of adolescents surveyed said they had
been exposed to marijuana marketing either on
social media, print media or on a billboard.
Because cannabis is an illegal drug under federal
law, federal restrictions prohibit or severely restrict
cannabis companies from running ads, even in
states where marijuana sales have been legalized
for adults age 21 and over. Nationwide, as with
alcohol, the sale of marijuana to anyone under age
21 is illegal. For both alcohol and marijuana
marketing, additional state and federal advertising
regulations exist, especially when a certain portion
of the audience is under the age of 21. Facebook,
Twitter and Instagram prohibit marijuana ads, but
cannabis companies can develop a social media
presence by establishing a business profile and

sharing posts and tweets.

These are the latest findings from the first U.S.
study to examine youth exposure to marijuana
marketing in states that have legalized cannabis for
adult recreational use. Whitehill and colleagues
found that exposure to marijuana marketing on
social media is not only widespread but also
associated with recent use of marijuana by
adolescents. For example, teens who reported
seeing marijuana promotions on Instagram were
more than twice as likely to have used marijuana in
the past year, compared to youth who did not see
such promotions.

The research, published in the Journal of
Adolescent Health, suggests that "current
restrictions on social media content do not go far
enough because it's clearly making its way to
youth," says Whitehill, assistant professor of health
promotion and policy in the School of Public Health
and Health Sciences. Whitehill is part of the
Cannabis Advertising and Social Media study team,
led by Dr. Megan Moreno, professor of pediatrics at
the University of Wisconsin School of Medicine and
Public Health. The investigative team also includes
researchers from the Boston University School of
Public Health and the University of North Carolina
at Chapel Hill.

"Youth who can't buy or use non-medical marijuana
shouldn't have to see these promotions, particularly
on a platform like Instagram, whose audience is
mostly youth," Moreno says. A related study by the
same team looking at social media engagement,
rather than exposure, found that one in three youth
in states with legal recreational marijuana engage
with marijuana brands by following, liking or
otherwise interacting with them. This social media
engagement was linked to higher rates of
marijuana use.

The investigators point out that "decades of
research on alcohol and tobacco—other legal
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substances with abuse potential—show strong Exposure to Cannabis Marketing in Social and

correlations between youth exposure to marketing Traditional Media and Past-Year Use Among

and both earlier initiation and higher consumption  Adolescents in States With Legal Retail Cannabis,

among those already using." Journal of Adolescent Health (2019). DOI:
10.1016/j.jadohealth.2019.08.024

With retail cannabis shops already operating in

seven states and the $10 billion-plus cannabis

market expected to grow as more states follow suit,

the impact of cannabis marketing—especially in the Provided by University of Massachusetts Amherst
understudied social media arena—has crucial public

health implications and requires further study,

Whitehill says.

Using an online panel, the study surveyed 469
youth, ages 15 to 19, in California, Colorado,
Nevada and Washington—four of the 11 states with
legalized adult marijuana use. Participants were
asked about their social media use, marijuana use
and exposure to marijuana marketing. "First we
found out what social media platforms they used,
and then we asked, when you use this platform, do
you see marijuana ads or promotions,” Whitehill
explains.

Tellingly, more youth reported seeing marijuana
promotions on social media than billboards. "Across
marijuana users and nonusers, 73% said they had
seen marijuana advertisements outdoors on
billboards,” Whitehill says. "But the figure was even
higher on social media, with 79% reporting
exposure—even in a space where they are not
supposed to be seeing cannabis marketing."

The study was co-authored by Pamela
Trangenstein of the University of North Carolina,
David Jernigan of Boston University and Marina
Jenkins of the University of Wisconsin.

The researchers conclude, "Current policies to help
prevent exposure to cannabis marketing online are
not effective. While larger, longitudinal studies
about exposure to cannabis marketing on social
media and onset of adolescent cannabis use are
needed, states should consider adopting the most
restrictive cannabis marketing policies feasible,
combined with an accountability and enforcement
infrastructure that will help protect the current
generation of adolescents."

More information: Jennifer M. Whitehill et al,
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