Glossary of terms

Anecdote/anecdotal evidence
A brief account of a medicine or product and its possible effects, usually said by one
person or small group of people, e.g. someone posting on social media discussing their
experience of a product or a doctor talking to colleagues about the effect of a medicine
on the health of a patient or a small group of patients.

Approved medicine
When a government/regulatory body, such as the European Medicines Agency (EMA),
the Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory Agency (MHRA) or the US Food and
Drug Administration (FDA), reviews the evidence gathered from research and considers
that a medicine is fit for use in patients.

Blinding (of a study)
Blinding is an important way of ensuring that outcomes of a study are only because of
the medicine being tested, and not because of other things, like the way patients and
their doctors feel about the medicine or any bias there might be around the gender
of patients. There are two ways to prevent people taking part in a clinical study from
knowing who is getting what treatment:
• In a ‘single-blind’ study, participants do not know which treatment
group they are in.
• In a ‘double-blind’ study, neither the participants nor their doctors
know which treatment group participants are in.
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Broad-spectrum CBD-based product
A marketing term for a product containing the phytocannabinoid CBD (or cannabidiol)
that implies it contains many different components of the cannabis plant, but contains
no more than a trace amount of THC (or ‘delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol’).1

Cannabinoid receptors
Targets found all over the human body and in the brain that
cannabinoids attach to. They are involved in various processes such
as mood and hunger.2,3

Cannabinoids
Natural or manufactured molecules that interact with targets in the human body called
cannabinoid receptors. There are three classes of cannabinoids: phytocannabinoids
(found in the cannabis plant), endocannabinoids (found in the human body and brain)
and synthetic cannabinoids (manufactured from chemicals).4–6

Cannabis
The term used to describe the cannabis plant and its products.
The cannabis plant, which is known as ‘Cannabis sativa L’, is widely
used for fibre, food, oil and medicine.7,8
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Cannabis indica
One of the two most well-known varieties of cannabis (the other being Cannabis sativa).
In the past, Cannabis indica and Cannabis sativa were considered different versions
(or ‘subspecies’) of the cannabis plant, producing distinct effects on the human body
(though this has not been proven). However, plant researchers now consider there to be
just one species – ‘Cannabis sativa L’.9,10

Cannabis sativa
One of the two most well-known varieties of cannabis (the other being Cannabis indica).
In the past, Cannabis sativa and Cannabis indica were considered different versions
(or ‘subspecies’) of the cannabis plant, producing distinct effects on the human body
(though this has not been proven). However, plant researchers now consider there to be
just one species – ‘Cannabis sativa L’.9,10

Case reports (or series)
Reports that describe the effects of a medicine or product in one or a small number
of patients.

CBD oil (sold online or over the counter)
A product containing the phytocannabinoid CBD (or ‘cannabidiol’), which is taken
mostly from the flowers or leaves of the cannabis plant and mixed with an oil.
Companies who make these products claim that they contain ‘minimal’ amounts of
the phytocannabinoid THC (or ‘delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol’). CBD oils (a type of
CBD-containing consumer/food product) are not medicines and may contain a
different amount of CBD than what is written on the packaging.11–14
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CBD-containing consumer/food products
Products sold on the high street or online that are advertised as
containing the phytocannabinoid CBD (or ‘cannabidiol’). These include
CBD oils and supplements, food products (including confectionary such
as gummies), e-liquids for vaping devices, and cosmetics.

Clinical studies
Studies in people that test the possible effects of a medicine or product. There are
various types of clinical studies that are carried out at different stages of a medicine’s
development. Early clinical (or Phase I) studies involve small numbers of healthy
volunteers to find out how much of a medicine is safe to take and to make sure that it
does not cause any unexpected effects. Phase II studies involve small patient groups
to test a medicine’s effect on a particular disease and to monitor how well it is tolerated
by patients. Phase III studies involve larger groups of patients to test how well the
medicine works and to continue to monitor any side effects it may cause.

Endocannabinoid system
An important but complex system involving the human brain and body that is responsible
for many essential functions like hunger, mood, learning and memory. Endocannabinoids
and cannabinoid receptors are key parts of the endocannabinoid system.2

Endocannabinoids
A type of cannabinoid made in the human body that is important for both
physical and mental health. The two main endocannabinoids are known
as anandamide and 2AG (or ‘2-arachidonoylglycerol’).5,15
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Entourage effect
The idea that different phytocannabinoids or chemicals in the cannabis plant act
together to produce effects on the human body, and that this combination is more
beneficial than using a single phytocannabinoid or chemical. Currently, there is no clear
clinical evidence to confirm this theory.16

Evidence
Information gathered from studies that shows how well a medicine or
product works, as well as how well it is tolerated and what side effects
it may cause. Evidence can range from low quality to high quality,
depending on the type of study used to generate it.

Full-spectrum CBD-based product
A marketing term for a product containing the phytocannabinoid CBD (or cannabidiol)
that implies it contains many different components of the cannabis plant, including low
levels of THC (or ‘delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol’). In full-spectrum CBD-based products,
the levels of THC may be higher than what is written on the packaging.1

Government/Regulatory bodies
Groups of officials that have the authority to manage or control the activities of a
country or group of countries or states. Among various other activities, these bodies are
responsible for approving, or not approving, medicines for use in patients. Examples of
agencies that regulate the use of medicines include the European Medicines Agency
(EMA) in Europe, the Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory Agency (MHRA)
in the United Kingdom, and the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) in the USA. Rules
around cannabis can vary between these bodies, which can cause confusion between,
and even within, certain places.
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Hemp
A non-intoxicating variety of the Cannabis sativa L plant that contains only trace
amounts of the phytocannabinoid THC (or ‘delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol’).
Hemp is grown on an industrial scale and is used to make paper, clothing, food and
other products that people can buy.8

Hemp oil
A liquid obtained from hemp seeds (or other parts of the hemp plant) that is used in
a wide variety of foods, supplements, cosmetics and personal care products.8

Marijuana
A term for ‘cannabis’ that is often used when talking about recreational use, but can also
refer to ‘medical marijuana’ (which is the same as ‘medical cannabis’).

Medical cannabis
Products containing cannabis or cannabinoids that are available on
prescription as a medical treatment but that are not approved by
government/regulatory bodies such as the European Medicines Agency
(EMA). Other names include ‘medicinal cannabis’, ‘medical marijuana’,
‘cannabis-based products for medical use’ or ‘non-regulatory
approved cannabis-based product’.
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Non-regulatory approved cannabis-based product
A product containing cannabis or cannabinoids that is available on prescription as
a medical treatment but that is not approved by government/regulatory bodies such
as the European Medicines Agency (EMA). Other names include ‘medical cannabis’,
‘medicinal cannabis’, ‘medical marijuana’ or ‘cannabis-based products for medical use’.

Nutraceutical
A term derived from combining ‘nutrition’ and ‘pharmaceutical’. While
there is no standard definition for the term ‘nutraceuticals’, it is often used
in marketing to describe foods (or parts of food) that allegedly provide
medical or health benefits. These foods, however, do not undergo testing
and so there is no evidence to support their medical use or safety.17

Observational studies
Types of studies in which patients are monitored while receiving a
medicine or product, to understand how they are responding to it.
In these studies, patients and doctors both know what medicine the
patient is taking.
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Phytocannabinoids
Chemicals made by the cannabis plant that are found in many cannabis-based products
and medicines. There are over 120 phytocannabinoids, some of which are described below:4
Name

Description

CBC

Stands for ‘cannabichromene’. CBC does not cause the ‘high’ feeling associated with cannabis.

CBD

Stands for ‘cannabidiol’, one of the best-known phytocannabinoids. CBD does not cause the ‘high’
feeling associated with cannabis.

CBDV

Stands for ‘cannabidivarin’. CBDV is a type of phytocannabinoid that does not cause the ‘high’ feeling
associated with cannabis.

CBG

Stands for ‘cannabigerol’. Like many other phytocannabinoids, CBG is not linked with the ‘high’ feeling
associated with cannabis.

CBN

Stands for ‘cannabinol’. CBN was the first cannabinoid to be isolated from the cannabis plant by
researchers.18 It may be weakly linked to the ‘high’ feeling associated with cannabis.

THC

Stands for ‘delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol’, a phytocannabinoid believed to cause the ‘high’ feeling
associated with cannabis. Along with CBD, THC is one of best-known phytocannabinoids.

Placebo
A ‘dummy’ medicine that has no active ingredients and has no known medical
effects. It is used in clinical studies as something to compare the ‘real’ medicine to.
For instance, one group of patients receives the ‘real’ medicine, and the other group
receives a placebo.

Randomised controlled studies
Types of studies in which some people receive a medicine, while others
receive a different medicine or ‘placebo’ (a dummy) to allow researchers
to compare the effects ‘head-to-head’. To make sure that each treatment
group contains a similar mix of people, participants are randomly
allocated to one of the treatment groups in the study. Randomised
controlled studies are usually ‘blinded’, which means that people taking
part in the study (and sometimes their doctors) don’t know which
treatment is being given.
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Recreational cannabis
Cannabis obtained through non-medical routes, usually for the ‘high’ that people seek.
Some people use it to try to manage a condition without guidance from doctors (called
self-medication). Typically, recreational cannabis has a high content of THC
(or ‘delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol’), which causes the intoxicating effect.19,20

Regulatory approved cannabis-based medicine
A medicine made using cannabis, or containing cannabinoids, that has been
thoroughly tested in clinical studies and approved for use by government/
regulatory bodies, such as the European Medicines Agency (EMA).

Side effect
An undesired effect that occurs in addition to the main intended effect of a drug,
medical treatment or vaccine.

Synthetic cannabinoids
Manufactured chemicals that are designed to look like natural cannabinoids or attach to
targets in the body called ‘cannabinoid receptors’. May be used for lab research,
as recreational drugs and as medicines.6,15

Systematic review (or meta-analysis)
An article written by scientists that brings together all the research on a particular
medicine or product in a single document, reviewing its quality and providing a summary
of the overall evidence.
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Terpenes
Naturally occurring chemical compounds found in the cannabis plant and other plants.
These give the plant a distinctive scent and flavour.21

Trichomes
Fine, sticky, hair-like structures or growths on the surface of the cannabis plant that
produce cannabinoids and terpenes. Trichomes are sometimes called the ‘chemical
factories’ of cannabis.22
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