Fast facts on cannabinoids

WHAT PRODUCTS
CONTAIN CANNABINOIDS?
What are cannabinoids?

Phytocannabinoids
are derived from the
Cannabis sativa L plant1

Synthetic cannabinoids
are made in laboratories
• Structurally similar to
natural cannabinoids
and/or interact with
cannabinoid receptors2

• Most abundant in the female
plant, in the flowers and
upper leaves1
• Made as a resin by
mushroom-shaped
structures called
trichomes1

Endocannabinoids
are made by the body3,4
• Bind and activate the
cannabinoid receptors3
• AEA and 2-AG are the
most well-studied
endocannabinoids1,4

THC and CBD are the
best characterised5,7
Some others have also been
investigated to evaluate their site of
action and potential effects7

Only a small number are
present in reasonable
quantities in cannabis plants5

THC

The proportions of different
phytocannabinoids vary
between C. sativa strains and
with environmental conditions6
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What products contain cannabinoids?

The most widely
available are
consumer products
marketed as
containing CBD

CBD-containing
consumer/food
products

∆8

CBG

CBN

CBDV

• The CBD content of products may

differ from what’s stated on the label,
as shown in studies from many
countries8–11

• These products must contain only very
• Oils, drops and sprays
low levels or no THC.12 The regulations,
• Cosmetics and creams
and the way these are enforced, vary
• Supplements
between different EU member states
• Gummies and confectionary and in countries beyond the EU13
• Vape juice and e-liquids
• CBD-rich herbal cannabis
(cannabis light)

Regulatory approved
cannabis-based
medicines

• Like other medicines, routed through

clinical trial programmes and approved
for use by medicines regulators14,15

• Used for medical purposes via

prescription but are not approved by
medicines regulators

Non-regulatory
approved cannabisbased products

• The policies regarding medical

Recreational
cannabis

•
•
•

cannabis vary between countries,
and these regulations are
changing frequently16–20

Used by some people to self-medicate21
Illegal in most EU member states13
THC content is increasing – doubling in
Europe from 2006 to 201622

With widespread use of cannabis-based products, it is
important to be aware of the various types, the differences
in their contents, and how they are regulated
Ongoing scientific research is key to improving our
understanding of the composition and effects of these
different products23
2-AG, 2-arachidonoylglycerol; AEA, anandamide; CBC, cannabichromene; CBD, cannabidiol; CBDV, cannabidivarin; CBG, cannabigerol; CBN, cannabinol; CBV, cannabivarin; EU, European Union; ∆8THC, delta-8-tetrahydrocannabinol;
THC, delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol; THCV, delta-9-tetrahydrocannabivarin

Pertwee. Handbook of Cannabis. Oxford University Press. 2014; 2Morales et al. Prog Chem Org Nat Prod 2017;103:103–31; 3Muralidhar Reddy et al. Curr Pharmacol Rep 2019;5:
1–13; 4Cristino et al. Nat Rev Neurol 2020;16:9–29; 5Hillard. Neuropsychopharmacology 2018;43:155–72; 6Potter. Drug Test Anal 2014;6:31–8; 7Ligresti et al. Physiol Rev
2016;96:1593–659; 8Chesney et al. Ther Adv Psychopharmacol 2020;10:1–13; 9Bonn-Miller et al. JAMA 2017;318:1708–9; 10Pavlovic et al. Molecules 2018;23:1230; 11Liebling et al.
Cannabis Cannabinoid Res 1 Apr 2020 [Epub ahead of print]; 12Tallon. J Diet Suppl 2020;17:503–16; 13European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (2017), Cannabis
legislation in Europe: an overview, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg. Available at:
https://publications.europa.eu/resource/cellar/c0703c01-0d38-11e7-8a35-01aa75ed71a1.0001.03/DOC_1. Accessed December 2020. 14European Medicines Agency. European
regulatory system for medicines: A consistent approach to medicines regulation across the European Union (EMA/716925/2016). 2016. Available at:
https://www.scribd.com/document/461348291/european-regulatory-system-medicines-european-medicines-agency-consistent-approach-medicines-en-pdf. Accessed December
2020; 15ICH. Harmonised Guideline: Good manufacturing practice guide for active pharmaceutical ingredients (ICH Q7A). 2000. Available at:
https://www.ema.europa.eu/en/ich-q7-good-manufacturing-practice-active-pharmaceutical-ingredients. Accessed December 2020; 16The Federal Institute for Drugs and Medical
Devices. Notes for Doctors. 2020; 17Italian House of Representatives. Provisions concerning the law on the cultivation and administration of cannabis for medical use (C1286). 2017;
18
NHS England. Barriers to accessing cannabis-based products for medicinal use on NHS prescription. Findings and recommendations (REF000842); 19Food and Drug
Administration. FDA regulation of cannabis and cannabis-derived products, including cannabidiol (CBD). 2020; 20Australian Department of Health Therapeutic Goods Administration.
Notice of interim decisions to amend (or not amend) the current Poisons Standard. 9 September 2020; 21Centre for Medical Cannabis. Left behind: The Scale of Illegal Cannabis Use
for Medicinal Intent in the UK. https://thecmcuk.org/scale-of-illegal-cannabis-used-with-medical-intent. Accessed December 2020; 22Freeman et al. Addiction 2019;114:1015–23;
23
Ladha et al. Molecules 2020;25:4042
1

This information is intended for HCPs. VV-MED-17777: Date of preparation: January 2021

