
Any use of marijuana
linked to higher risk of
heart attack and stroke,
study says
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Smoking, vaping or eating marijuana is linked to

a significantly higher risk of heart attack and

stroke, even if a person had no existing heart

conditions and did not smoke or vape tobacco, a

new study found.

While both daily and non-daily users had an

increased risk of heart attack and stroke

compared to nonusers, stroke risk rose 42% and

the risk of heart attack rose 25% if cannabis was

used daily, the study found. The risk climbed as

the number of days of use of marijuana rose.

“Cannabis smoke is not all that different from

tobacco smoke, except for the psychoactive

drug: THC (tetrahydrocannabinol) vs. nicotine,”

said lead study author Abra Jeffers, a data

analyst at Massachusetts General Hospital in

Boston who researches tobacco and smoking

cessation.
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“Our study shows that smoking cannabis has

significant cardiovascular risks, just like smoking

tobacco. This is particularly important because

cannabis use is increasing, and conventional

tobacco use is decreasing,” Jeffers said in a

statement.

The study’s findings mirror other research that

has found daily use of marijuana is linked to an

increase in coronary heart disease, heart attack

and stroke, said Robert Page II, a professor of

clinical pharmacy and physical medicine at the

University of Colorado Skaggs School of

Pharmacy and Pharmaceutical Sciences in

Aurora, Colorado.

Marijuana smoke contains many of the "same toxins,
irritants and carcinogens as tobacco smoke," according to
the American Lung Association. - juanma hache/Moment
RF/Getty Images

“The findings of this study have very important

implications for population health and should be

a call to action for all practitioners, as this study

adds to the growing literature that cannabis use

and cardiovascular disease may be a potentially

hazardous combination,” Page said in a

statement.
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Page, who was not involved in this study, chaired

the volunteer writing group for a 2020 scientific

statement on medical and recreational

marijuana use and cardiovascular health.

The danger is real for young and old alike

The study, published Wednesday in the Journal

of the American Heart Association, analyzed data

on 430,000 adults collected from 2016 through

2020 through the Behavioral Risk Factor

Surveillance System, a national phone survey

performed each year by the US Centers for

Disease Control and Prevention.

People in the survey ranged in age from 18 to 74,

with an average age of 45. Nearly 90% of adults

did not use marijuana, while more than 63% had

never used tobacco. Among current marijuana

users, nearly 74% reported smoking as the most

common form of consumption; 4% were daily

users, while 7% used less than daily. Nearly 29%

of daily marijuana users and 44% of non-daily

users never used tobacco cigarettes.

Younger adults — defined as men under 55 and

women under 65 years old — who used

marijuana had a 36% higher risk of coronary

heart disease, heart attack and stroke regardless

of whether they also used traditional tobacco

products.

Heart disease and marijuana use a known link
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Previous research has already found a link

between heart disease and marijuana use.

A February 2023 study found that using

marijuana every day can raise a person’s risk of

coronary artery disease by one-third compared

with those who never partake. Coronary artery

disease is caused by plaque buildup in the walls

of the arteries that supply blood to the heart.

Also called atherosclerosis, CAD is the most

common type of heart disease, according to

the CDC.

Two studies published in November found that

older adults who don’t smoke tobacco but who

use marijuana were at higher risk of both heart

attack and stroke when hospitalized, while

people who use marijuana daily were 34% more

likely to develop heart failure.

Marijuana use is on the rise among older adults.

A 2020 study found that the numbers of

American seniors over 65 who smoke marijuana

or use edibles increased twofold between 2015

and 2018.

The American Heart Association advises people

to refrain from smoking or vaping any substance,

including cannabis products, because of the

potential harm to the heart, lungs and blood

vessels.

“The latest research about cannabis use indicates

that smoking and inhaling cannabis increases
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Using marijuana as little
as once per month is
linked to higher risk of
heart attack and stroke

Updated
February
28, 2024 at
8:15 PM

Using marijuana as little as once per month is

associated with a higher risk of both heart attack

and stroke, according to a large study published

Wednesday by researchers from Massachusetts

concentrations of blood carboxyhemoglobin

(carbon monoxide, a poisonous gas), (and) tar

(partly burned combustible matter) similar to the

effects of inhaling a tobacco cigarette, both of

which have been linked to heart muscle disease,

chest pain, heart rhythm disturbances, heart

attacks and other serious conditions,” Page told

CNN in a prior interview.

“You need to treat this just like you would any

other risk factor (for heart disease and stroke)

and honestly understand the risks that you were

taking,” he said.

For more CNN news and newsletters create an

account at CNN.com
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General Hospital. The risks rose sharply the more

frequently marijuana was used.

The paper, which was published in the Journal of

the American Heart Association, adds to the

growing body of evidence suggesting marijuana

may be harmful to the cardiovascular system.

Scientists analyzed data on nearly 435,000

patients, ages 18 to 74, to see whether there was

a link between marijuana use and a higher risk of

heart disease, stroke or heart attack. The data

came from a behavioral risk factor survey

collected from 2016 to 2020 by the Centers for

Disease Control and Prevention.

Compared with people who had never used

marijuana, daily cannabis users had 25% higher

likelihood of heart attacks and 42% higher risk of

strokes. People who used marijuana just once a

week had a 3% increased likelihood of a heart

attacks and 5% higher risk of strokes during the

study time frame.

The study is among the largest to show a

connection between marijuana use and

cardiovascular health in people who don’t also

smoke tobacco, said lead researcher Abra Jeffers,

a data scientist at Massachusetts General

Hospital.

Nearly 75% of people in the study reported

smoking as the most common way they got high.

They also consumed edibles and vaped. The

https://www.ahajournals.org/doi/10.1161/JAHA.123.030178#d1e3229


study did not specifically look at the risks of

smoking marijuana compared to edibles.

It’s unclear from the paper whether marijuana

directly causes heart attacks and strokes or

whether people who are already at risk are more

likely to use it.

Historically, some have dismissed studies looking

at marijuana and heart problems because

participants often use both tobacco and

marijuana products, making it hard to determine

which substance is really to blame, Jeffers said.

Robert Page, a clinical pharmacist who

specializes in heart disease at the University of

Colorado Skaggs School of Pharmacy, is worried

about the emerging connections between

marijuana consumption and the heart. Page was

the lead author of a comprehensive statement

on cannabis released by the American Heart

Association in 2020.

“I think we’re beginning to see the same things

we saw with smoking cigarettes back in the ’50s

and ’60s — that this is a signal,” Page said. “I feel

like we’re repeating history.”



Ultimately, it will take more rigorous studies to

draw any firm conclusion, he said, which would

involve following people for years and

monitoring their marijuana use. That type of

research is difficult to conduct because

marijuana is still a Schedule 1 substance under

the Controlled Substances Act.

What if I just use marijuana
occasionally?

The new research found that the risks of heart

attacks and strokes became higher the more

days per month people used marijuana, which is

called a “dose-response relationship.”

“If something is really bad or a toxin, you’d

expect more of it to be worse,” said Dr. Deepak

Bhatt, the director of Mount Sinai Fuster Heart

Hospital in New York, who was not involved with

the research. “The fact that there’s a dose

response makes it seem like it probably is, in

fact, the cannabis that is causing the bad

outcome.”
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The president of the American Heart Association,

Dr. Joseph Wu, the director of the Stanford

Cardiovascular Institute, drew a comparison to

other common substances.

“It’s the same dose response as somebody who

smoked tobacco or as somebody who drinks

alcohol,” he said. “The more you drink, the more

problems you are going to have, because these

are toxins.”

Ultimately, the researchers concluded that the

people who really should be avoiding marijuana

smoking altogether are those with pre-existing

heart disease, estimated at 1 in 20 Americans.

That marijuana is associated with heart problems

is a very urgent message for Americans to be

aware of, Wu said, as 1 in 5 people over age 12

now report having used marijuana in the last

year, according to the National Survey on Drug

Use and Health.

“Just because something’s been legalized doesn’t

mean it’s safe,” he said.

Are edibles safer?

Smoking was the most common way cannabis

was consumed in the new paper, although

edibles are not necessarily safe, either.

“If you force me to answer I would say not

smoking is a better way of consuming it,” Bhatt

https://www.cdc.gov/heartdisease/facts.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/heartdisease/facts.htm
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said. “When you smoke things, that makes them

more toxic, but that doesn’t mean that we can

say it’s definitely safe to consume it as an edible.”

Laboratory studies have shown that THC, the

psychoactive ingredient in marijuana, can cause

an increase in inflammation in the blood vessels,

so edibles aren’t necessarily risk-free, Wu said.

“If you’re smoking marijuana it’s probably doing

double the damage compared to just using

edibles,” Wu said. “When you eat the edible, the

THC goes into your body and can cause vascular

inflammation. Whereas when you smoke, there

is damage from the particulate matter and then

the THC gets absorbed into your body, as well.”

It’s not yet known why smoking marijuana affects

the cardiovascular system, but there are a few

possibilities, Bhatt said.

A phenomenon called oxidative stress, an

imbalance between free radicals and

antioxidants in the body, can cause inflammation

and damage to blood vessels. Other reasons

could include marijuana’s triggering abnormal

heart rhythms or even activating platelets, cells

in the body that can make blood more likely to

clot, leading to a heart attack or stroke.

Should young healthy people be
concerned?



The paper found that among younger adults,

defined as men younger than 55 and women

younger than 65, cannabis use was significantly

associated with 36% higher combined odds of

coronary heart disease, heart attack and stroke,

regardless of whether or not they also used

traditional tobacco products.

“I’ve seen it through the years with clinical

practice many times where sometimes we bang

our heads thinking, ‘Why [is] this person in their

20s, or 30s or 40s [coming] in with a heart

attack?” Bhatt said. While it can often be

attributed to things like extremely high

cholesterol or cocaine use, he said, sometimes

there’s only one factor they have in common.

“The only thing I can find after asking and asking

again and again in terms of potential risk factors

is marijuana,” he said. “So the smart thing to do

would be not to smoke marijuana, but I realize

it’s extremely popular and that’s advice that may

not be well received by all.”
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