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The Research to Insights series of presentations features a broad range of findings on selected research topics. Each 

presentation draws from and integrates evidence from various studies that use innovative and high-quality data and 

methods to better understand relevant and complex policy issues. 

Based on applied research of valuable data, the series is intended to provide decision makers, and Canadians more 

broadly, a comprehensive and horizontal view of the current economic, social and health issues we face in a 

changing world.

About Research to Insights



Canada is the first major industrialized country to provide legal and regulated access to cannabis for non-medical purposes

• The Cannabis Act (C-45) came into force on October 17, 2018. The Act legalizes and strictly regulates the production, 

distribution, sale, import and export, and possession of cannabis for adults of legal age.

• During the first year of legalization of cannabis for non-medical purposes, legal sales were limited to dried cannabis, fresh 

cannabis, cannabis oil, cannabis plants and cannabis seeds. Starting on October 17, 2019, a wider array of products was 

permitted for legal production and sale, including cannabis extracts, edibles and topicals.

• The regulation of cannabis remains a shared responsibility of the federal, provincial and territorial governments. Provinces 

and territories are responsible for regulating cannabis sales and distribution in their jurisdiction. They also have the flexibility 

to establish more stringent controls, such as further restrictions for personal (home) cultivation, restricting public use and 

access to some products, or increasing the minimum legal age.

The main objectives of the Act are to keep cannabis out of the hands of youth, keep profits out of the pockets of criminals, and
protect public health and safety by allowing adults access to a quality-controlled supply of legal cannabis.

For more information: Cannabis Legalization and Regulation.

Background

https://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/cj-jp/cannabis/


• After identifying data needs and data sources, Statistics Canada made the following adaptions to the 

national statistical system to measure the social, health and economic impacts of legalized cannabis:

By October 17, 2023, it will have been five years since cannabis was legalized for 
non-medical purposes in Canada

• Introduction of new surveys 
• National Cannabis Survey

• Licensed Cannabis Producers Survey

• Crowdsourcing - Cannabis

• Exploration of alternative data sources
• Using municipal wastewater to measure Canadians’ consumption of 

cannabis and opioids

• Addition of new questions to existing surveys
• Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS) - 2019

• Integrating cannabis into the Canadian System of Macroeconomic Accounts
• A cannabis economic account – The framework

• Constructing Historical Cannabis Consumption Volume Estimates for 
Canada, 1960 to 2015

• The Daily - Provincial and Territorial Cannabis Economic Accounts, 
2017

• Integrating the production, distribution and consumption of cannabis 
in the Canadian national economic accounts

• For studies about preparations for legalization, see
• Preparing the statistical system for the legalization of cannabis 

• Preparing the social statistics system for the legalization of 
cannabis 

https://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p2SV.pl?Function=getSurvey&SDDS=5262
https://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p2SV.pl?Function=getSurvey&SDDS=5252
https://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p3Instr.pl?Function=assembleInstr&lang=en&Item_Id=437575
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/13-605-x/2018001/article/54922-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/13-605-x/2018001/article/54922-eng.htm
https://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p2SV.pl?Function=getSurvey&Id=1208978
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/13-605-x/2017001/article/54881-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-633-x/11-633-x2018015-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-633-x/11-633-x2018015-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/180430/dq180430b-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/180430/dq180430b-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/13-605-x/2018001/article/54969-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/13-605-x/2018001/article/54969-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/13-605-x/2017001/article/14840-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75-006-x/2018001/article/54979-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75-006-x/2018001/article/54979-eng.htm


Cannabis use before legalization had been steadily increasing over the last 30 years

For more information: Analysis of trends in the prevalence of cannabis use in Canada, 1985 to 2015.

The rate of cannabis use more than 
doubled between 1985 and 2017, 

from 5.6% to 14.8%.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/82-003-x/2018002/article/54908-eng.htm


Cannabis use continued to change from 2018 to 2020



By 2021, the rates of past-year cannabis use stabilized across Canada, although regional rate 
differences remain

• In 2021, the rates of cannabis use were higher 

than the rest of Canada in British Columbia, 

Alberta, Ontario, Nova Scotia and Prince 

Edward Island, whereas cannabis use in 

Quebec remained lower.  

• Some studies conducted during the COVID-19 

pandemic suggest that cannabis consumption 

may have increased in response to the 

changed daily routines and related stress. 

• Whether the higher rates of cannabis use 

reported during the pandemic will remain is 

yet to be determined, but as daily routines are 

reinstated and more recent data become 

available, this can be studied.

For more information: Canadians who report lower self-perceived mental health during the 

COVID-19 pandemic more likely to report increased use of cannabis, alcohol and tobacco and 

The Daily—Alcohol and cannabis use during the pandemic: Canadian Perspectives Survey 

Series 6.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/catalogue/45280001202000100008
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/catalogue/45280001202000100008
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/210304/dq210304a-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/210304/dq210304a-eng.htm


Cannabis use also differs by age and increased for most age groups

• Cannabis use is most common 

among 18- to 24-year-olds.

• Use among 15- to 17-year-olds 

has not increased with 

legalization.

• By contrast, use in other age 

groups rose from 2011 to 2021.

An objective of the 
Cannabis Act is to keep 

cannabis out of the hands 
of youth. 



Access to legal cannabis increased since the Cannabis Act came into force

• By the end of 2018, there were fewer 

than 200 legal stores. By the end of 

2020, the number of stores had 

increased nearly eightfold then doubled 

again by the second quarter of 2022. 

Data from the first quarter of 2023 

suggest the number of stores has 

stabilized. 

An objective of the 
Cannabis Act is to protect 

public health and safety by 
allowing adults access to 
regulated, legal cannabis. 



• The economic activities associated 

with cannabis have always been in 

the Canadian economy but were 

allocated to other activities. 

• Legalization made the direct 

measurement of the industry 

possible.

• Before legalization, experimental 

(modelled) estimates of cannabis-

related economic activity were 

developed to create provisional 

measures of production and 

consumption activities.  

• The cannabis sector accounts for 

about 0.5% of the total Canadian 

economy.

Canada’s cannabis sector grew from October 2018 to December 2022, but started to decline 

in 2023



Retail sales of non-medical cannabis are a growing fraction of retail sales of alcohol

Government revenue from the control and 
sale of alcohol and cannabis for non-

medical purposes totalled more than $15 
billion in 2021/2022 (includes net income 

from provincial liquor and cannabis 
authorities, excise taxes, retail sales taxes, 

other specific taxes, and licences and 
permits).

• From 2019 to 2022, liquor authorities and 

other retail outlets sold, on average, 

$26 billion worth of alcoholic beverages 

annually in Canada. 

• In 2022, the annual sales of cannabis for 

non-medical purposes by provincial 

cannabis authorities and other retail 

outlets were $4.5 billion.

For more information: The Daily—Control and sale of alcoholic 

beverages and cannabis, April 1, 2021 to March 31, 2022.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/230224/dq230224a-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/230224/dq230224a-eng.htm


More Canadians getting cannabis legally or growing it

• An estimated 68% of cannabis 

users reported obtaining at 

least some of the cannabis 

they consumed from a legal 

source in 2020, higher than 

before legalization in 2018 

(23%) and just after 

legalization in 2019 (47%). 

Growing cannabis, either 

themselves or by someone 

else, was a supply source for 

14% of consumers in 2020, 

higher than in 2018 (8%) or 

2019 (9%). 

For more information: Looking back from 2020, how cannabis use and related behaviours changed in Canada.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/82-003-x/2021004/article/00001-eng.htm


By the first half of 2023, more than 70% of the total value of cannabis consumed in Canada was 

from a legal (licensed medical and non-medical) source, an increase from 22% in the fourth quarter 

of 2018, when legalization had just begun

An objective of the Cannabis 
Act is to reduce or eliminate 

the illegal market.



• Self-reported National Cannabis Survey 

data also show that about 7 in 10 

Canadians who reported using cannabis 

in 2020 consumed dried flower or leaf, 

while 41% reported consuming edible 

cannabis products.

Dried cannabis is the most popular product sold in the legal market and is also the product used by 
most consumers

By affording adult consumers the 
option to purchase a wider array of 
legal cannabis products beginning in 
October 2019 has helped the legal 
industry compete with the illegal 

market.

For more information:  Looking back from 2020, how 

cannabis use and related behaviours changed in Canada.

For more information: The Daily — Control and sale of alcoholic beverages 

and cannabis, April 1, 2021 to March 31, 2022.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/82-003-x/2021004/article/00001-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/82-003-x/2021004/article/00001-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/230224/dq230224a-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/230224/dq230224a-eng.htm


• Before legalization, cannabis 

possession was almost always 

illegal and accounted for the 

majority of cannabis-related 

drug offences. 

• After legalization, total 

cannabis-related offences fell 

overall, and now most offences 

are related to illicit importation 

and exportation. 

Cannabis-related drug offences drop as a result of legalization

By allowing the possession of 

legal cannabis for adults, the 

Cannabis Act keeps Canadians 

who consume cannabis out of 

the criminal justice system.
For more information: Police-reported crime statistics in Canada, 2017, Police-reported crime statistics in Canada, 2018, 

Police-reported crime statistics in Canada, 2019,  Police-reported crime statistics in Canada, 2020 and Police-reported crime 

statistics in Canada, 2021.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/85-002-x/2018001/article/54974-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/85-002-x/2019001/article/00013-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/85-002-x/2020001/article/00010-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/85-002-x/2021001/article/00013-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/85-002-x/2022001/article/00013-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/85-002-x/2022001/article/00013-eng.htm


Cannabis use can be harmful

• According to a 2023 Health Reports study, 4.7% of past-year cannabis consumers (300,000 people) experienced impaired control over their use of 

cannabis. 

• Impaired control is a key element of dependency (addiction).

• Monitoring the number of Canadians at risk of developing a cannabis addiction is important, as addiction can harm health and negatively affect 

school performance, work and financial well-being.

• An improved understanding of the patterns of use and the characteristics of the people vulnerable to dependency could help with the 

development of more effective policy, prevention and education initiatives. 

Factors independently associated with a cannabis user’s risk of developing impaired control (element of dependency), included

• frequently using cannabis 

• being male

• being 18 to 24 years old (compared with being older)

• being single or never married (compared with being married or in a common-law relationship)

• being from a lower-income household (compared with being from a higher-income one)

• having been diagnosed with an anxiety or mood disorder

• having started using cannabis by age 15 or younger (compared with starting at age 16 or 17).

For more information: Using the Severity of Dependence Scale to examine cannabis consumers with impaired control in Canada.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/catalogue/82-003-X202300600001


Summary of key findings

• It has been five years since cannabis for non-medical purposes was legalized. During this time, Statistics Canada has been 

contributing to an improved understanding of the social, health and economic impacts of this policy change.

• Some encouraging findings since legalization include an increase in the share of cannabis obtained from legal sources from 

2018 to 2023, a decrease in the number of cannabis-drug offences (since legalization, possession is not considered a 

criminal offence, although there are exceptions), and no increase in rates of cannabis use among 15- to 17-year-olds.

• Cannabis can be harmful, and some Canadians struggle with impaired control over their use. People experiencing impaired 

control also experience other harms and difficulties. 

• Cannabis use monitoring and research remain important given that legal non-medical use by adults in Canada is a recent 

policy change, the legal retail industry continues to adjust and mature, and the Cannabis Act regulations are under review.  



Next steps

• Continue to collect and analyze information on cannabis consumers and the cannabis sector:

• National Cannabis Survey, in collection from July to October 2023

• Canadian Tobacco and Nicotine Survey, released September 2023

• Canadian Community Health Survey, annual

• Mental Health and Access to Care Survey, released September 2023

• Monthly Retail Trade Survey.

• Contribute to policy-relevant information.



For more information, please contact

analyticalstudies@statcan.gc.ca

mailto:analyticalstudies@statcan.gc.ca
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