
I WANT TO ENCOURAGE MY KIDS TO DELAY CANNABIS USE 
AS LONG AS POSSIBLE. I WANT TO GIVE THEM FACTS SO 
THEY CAN UNDERSTAND THE RISKS AND WHY DELAYED 
USE IS IMPORTANT, WITHOUT THEM FEELING LIKE I’M 
TALKING DOWN TO THEM.
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INFORMATION FOR
PARENTS AND TRUSTED ADULTS

Today’s weed is not the same as what you may have grown up experimenting with. The way cannabis 
is grown has changed, and some plants now have higher levels of THC.1 Potency has continually 
increased over the past few decades, going from ~4% in 1995 to ~12% in 2014.2

Young people are using marijuana in new ways, like dabbing and edibles, that can have extremely 
high potency and cause overdose. It can take between 30 minutes and two hours to fully feel the 
effects of edibles, and since edibles may also have higher concentrations of THC, the risk of 
cannabis poisoning is greatly increased.3 Dabbing, or heating marijuana concentrates on a hot 
surface to inhale for a quick high, is also much riskier since marijuana concentrates contain between 
40-80% THC.4

How do I talk to my kids about pot?
• Remember: Stage, not age. We’ve created some information for different stages and the ages kids 

usually are ready for them. But in the end, you know your kid. Choose the facts that fit the 
developmental stage, not age.

• Pick a time and place where they’re not distracted or likely to be overheard by others and don’t have to 
hurry off.

• Give them facts, not a lecture. “Just say no” and other strategies like it have been shown to be 
ineffective and may actually increase experimentation with substances.

• Try to listen twice as much as you talk. Ask for your kids’ opinion, understand what they know, make it 
safe to ask what they’re curious about.

• Let them know what you expect. Talk openly about what your family’s values and rules are. Let them 
know how to get help if they are having a hard time meeting those expectations, or how to get back on 
track if they make a choice they regret.

• Follow up. Let them know you want to help if they or any of their friends have questions. Give them the 
tools to find good information on their own if they’re too uncomfortable to ask. Have the conversation 
again and again. Share new facts as they enter each new developmental stage. Check in often to see 
what’s changed.

https://www.cdph.ca.gov/Programs/DO/letstalkcannabis/CDPH%20Document%20Library/October%202017%20Update/CDPH-YouthAndCannabis.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0006322316000457
https://www.cdph.ca.gov/Programs/DO/letstalkcannabis/CDPH%20Document%20Library/October%202017%20Update/CDPH-Safe-Responsible.pdf
https://www.leafly.com/news/cannabis-101/is-dabbing-good-or-bad-or-both


How to Talk to a Tween

1. Get Them Talking

Start with an open-ended question (not one that can be answered yes/no): Instead of: “Do you know 

what marijuana is?” try “Tell me what you know about weed.”

Young people are at a stage of cognitive development called “concrete operations.” At this stage they 

will likely respond best to a clear, straightforward presentation of facts and expectations.

Listen, affirm what they know, offering additional information expanding on their thoughts. For 

example: if they say, “I saw a sign saying it’s good for you,” you might respond, “You’re right. There 

have been a lot of people talking about how it might be used as a medicine. But we still have a lot to 

learn. What do you think about that?”

2. Share Facts

Once you’ve listened to everything they want to say, ask if you can share some additional age-

appropriate facts, for example:

• Cannabis (sometimes called pot, weed, or marijuana) is a plant that people use to change the way 

they feel. It can affect your brain, your memory, and can make it harder to learn or do other 

activities like sports.

• Most of the time, people smoke weed, but sometimes people put cannabis in candies or other 

foods like cookies. Those are called ‘edibles.’ They can be really dangerous because they can be 

very strong and last a long time. Especially with edibles, it can be easy to take too much, which can 

make you feel very sick and afraid. 

3. Make a Plan

• Ask if they know what your family rules are about cannabis. Discuss what the expectations are for 

them. Make a plan together for what they should do if they are having a difficult time meeting 

those expectations.

• Help them be good consumers of information. Ask: “How would you help a friend find answers 

about weed?”

• Listen and validate their response. “You’re right, the web can be a good place to find answers. 

There’s a lot of information out there about marijuana, and it can be hard to know which 

information is true. If you have questions, you can always come ask me and I will tell you the truth. 

I can also show you a website that has good information if you want to find something on your 

own.”
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How to Talk to a Teen

1. Get Them Talking

Start with an open-ended question (not one that can be answered yes/no).

Teens are at a stage of cognitive development called “abstract reasoning.” They are ready to have 

conversations that explore pros and cons, use facts to form opinions, and weigh evidence to draw 
their own conclusions.

Ask questions that show you respect them and their ability to reason. Don’t rush in to correct or 

“teach” them. Instead ask questions and offer additional information, then ask them to draw a 

conclusion of their own.

The following are some examples of ways to start a discussion with a teen:

Option 1: Start with a question about the new laws

Ask: “Have you heard that marijuana was legalized in California? What do you know about the new 

law?” 
Listen and offer additional information. For example: 

“Sounds like you already know some information about the law and that’s good. Here’s some other 
information you can add to that: There are basically three ages you need to remember: 18, 21, and 25. 

You must be 18 or older and have either a current doctor’s recommendation or medical marijuana ID 
card to buy medicinal marijuana. You must be 21 or older to use, carry, buy, or grow recreational 

cannabis in California. Even when it’s legal, your brain is still developing until age 25. Use of marijuana 

before age 25 can impact your brain development. What do you think about the fact that cannabis is 
legal to use before your brain is done developing?”

Option 2: Start with a question about their experiences

Ask: “You’ve heard that marijuana was legalized in California. How is that affecting people you know?”

Listen and offer additional information. For example: 

“That’s interesting. When I was in high school, I thought everyone but me was smoking pot, but it 

wasn’t true. In 2016, most high school students in California reported that they were not using 
cannabis. Why do you think we assume more people are using than actually are?”
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How to Talk to a Teen (continued)

2. Share Facts

Once you’ve listened to everything they want to say, ask if you can share some additional age-
appropriate facts, for example:

• Your brain isn’t fully developed until age 25. Using cannabis regularly in your teens and early 20s 
can impact your brain development.

• It is possible to overdose. Edibles may have higher concentrations of THC (the compound in 
marijuana that makes you feel “high”). Because edibles take longer to take effect, if you eat too 
much too fast, you are at a higher risk for cannabis poisoning or unintentional overdose.

• THC can interfere with your reaction time and how you experience time and space. Using 
marijuana in any form can impair your ability to drive, play sports, or do activities you love.

• Dabbing is using highly concentrated cannabis in a vaporized form and can come with many 
different side effects, including a rapid heartbeat, blackouts, feeling like something is crawling 
under the skin, loss of consciousness, and psychotic symptoms, including paranoia and 
hallucinations.

3. Make a Plan

• Ask if they know what your family rules are about cannabis. Discuss what the expectations are for 
them. Make a plan together for what they should do if they are having a difficult time meeting 
those expectations.

• Help them be good consumers of information. Ask: “How would you help a friend find answers 
about weed?”

• Listen and validate their response. “You’re right, the web can be a good place to find answers. 
There’s a lot of information out there about marijuana, and it can be hard to know which 
information is true. If you have questions, you can always come ask me and I will tell you the truth. 
I can also show you a website that has good information if you want to find something on your 
own.”
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How to Talk to a Young Adult

1. Get Them Talking

Start with an open-ended question (not one that can be answered yes/no).

Young adults at this stage of cognitive development should be approached in an adult-to-adult 
communication style. Think about how you would open a discussion about cannabis with a peer.
Young adults at this stage are starting to be more aware of the the world around and outside of 
themselves. Ethics and personal values, issues of justice, and future consequences are becoming 
more important to them.

The following are some examples of ways to start a discussion with a young adult:
Come from a place of “I learned something new that I thought was interesting…” then open up space 
for them to share their thoughts.

For example: 

• “The new cannabis laws are starting to regulate the industry around labor and 
environmental practices, but people buying weed through illegal channels because they 
aren’t old enough are supporting increasingly criminal operations…”

• “Did you know that illegal cannabis production can cause environmental damage, including 
poisoning of forest mammals and dewatering of streams?”

• “Have you heard about the ways the illegal cannabis industry contributes to human 
trafficking and other forms of violence?”
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How to Talk to a Young Adult (continued)

2. Share Facts

Acknowledge that it’s legal for adults to use, but you want them to have the facts they need to make 
an informed, adult decision. Here are some examples of facts you can share:

• “Even though it’s legal for adults, there are some facts you might want to consider when you’re 
choosing whether or not to use marijuana”:

• It’s possible to overdose. Edibles may have higher concentrations of THC. Because edibles 
take longer to take effect, if you eat too much too fast, you are at a higher risk for cannabis 
poisoning or unintentional overdose.

• Even if you are of legal age, you cannot consume, smoke, eat, or vape cannabis in public 
places. Landlords can ban the use and possession of cannabis on their properties.

• Even though it is legal under California law, it is still illegal at the federal level. This means 
you cannot consume or possess cannabis on federal lands like national parks, even if the 
park is in California.

• It is illegal to take cannabis across state lines, even if you are traveling to another state 
where cannabis is legal. Do not attempt to bring cannabis products on an airplane, even if 
the flight doesn’t leave the state.

• Cannabis can negatively affect the skills you need to drive safely, including reaction time, 
coordination, and concentration. Driving under the influence of cannabis increases your risk 
of getting into a car crash.

• You can get a DUI for driving while under the influence of cannabis.

3. Make a Plan

• Let them know you want them to have the information they need to make the best possible 
choices. Reinforce that this is about their health and safety, not controlling them.

• Make a plan together for what they should do if they make choices they regret, or need help.
• Help them be good consumers of information:

• Ask: “How do you find reliable information to help you make decisions?”
• Listen and validate their response. Offer more information: “You’re right, the web can be a 

good place to find answers. You’re smart, and you know there’s a lot of information out 
there about weed. I’m always here to share what I know if you need help. I also know of 
some good sources of information.”
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You can find more facts and handouts to share with your kids at www.cannabisdecoded.org. To keep 
up with new information from the [Cannabis] Decoded Campaign, follow us on social media.

@CANNABIS_DECODEDCANNABISDECODED.ORG


