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Navigating Canmnabis Options for Chronic Pain

When using medical marijuana for pain relief, the strain, dose, and route of administration can make a difference.
By Kerri Wachter (/austhos/23091/wachtes)

~ With David Bearman, MD

A growing body of clinical research and a histdry of aneedotal evidence support the use of cannabis for the relief of some types of chronic pain,
ineluding neuropathic pain, and spasticity (ie, stiffoess or tightness) associated with multiple sclerosis.1 In a recent comprehensive review of
existing data on the heatth effects of cannabis and cannabinoids, the National Acaderies of Science concluded that adult patients with chronic
pain who were treated with cannabis/cannabinoids were more likely to experience a clinieally significant reduetion in pain symptoms.2 They
rated these effects as “modest.”

Studies also suggest some efficacy for cancer-related pain, migraines, and fibromyalgia, and other pain conditions.3 However, how different
species, routes of administration, and doses differ in their effect s less clear, and more research is needed.

You may be interested in these related articles:

Cannabis as Medicine (/treatments/pharmacologieal/cannabis-medicine)

Sports Injuries and Chronie Pain. Cannahis Hélps a Former Football Pro (/patient/treatments/medications/sports-injuries-chronic-pain-cannabis-helps-former-
foatball-pra) '

Patients Prefer Medical Cannabis for Pain Relief (/resources/news-and-researchy patients-prefer-medical-cannabis-pain-relief)

Cannabis Complexity '

The chefnical complexity of cannabis itself has made it diffienlt for researchers to untangie its effects on pain and, at the same time, difficult for
clindcians and patients to find the most effective species and route of administration. Cannabis is the genus name for a disputed number of plant
species. The two most widely accepted species are Cannabis sativa and Cannabis indica, though hybrid species are also common.

Chemically speaking, cannabis is complicated. To date, 568 unique molecules have been identified in the cannabis; of these, more than 60 are
cannabinoids — these are compounds that act on receptors in the body's endocanmabinoid system. This system plays a key role In endogenous
pain control.4 Two of the cannabinoids found in cannabis, Ag-tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) and cannabidiol (CBD), along with other
cannabinoids, terpenes, and flavonoid compounds, are thought to exlibit synergistic effects that promote pain relief.5 THC is the most
psychoactive cannabinoid found in cannabis and is primarfly responsible for the “high” associated with marijuana. It can also reduce nausea and
increase appeﬁte.‘CBD does not provide the evphoria assosiated with THC and is associated with reduced pain and inflammation.6 '
Approval by the US Food and Drug Administration has, sc far, been limited to synthetic or pharmaceutical-grade components of cannabis. In
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Cannabis oil and edibles

Pharmaeeuticals) — a high CBD, low THC whole-plant alcohol extract — for the treatment of seizures associated with Lennox-Gastaut syndrome
or Dravet syndrome in patients age 2 and older. FDA has also approved Marinol (AbbVie) and Syndros (Insys Therapeutics), which both contain

dronabinel, or synthetic THC, Both are indicated for weight loss associated with anorexia and HIV. Marinol is also indicated for severe nausea
associated with cancer chemotherapy, as is FDA-approved Cesamet (Meda Pharmaceuticals). Cesamet contains the active ingredient nabilone,
which has a chemical structure similar to THC.

The form/route of administration may also play a role in the pain effects of cannabis. Medical cannabis comes in herbal (marijuana), tinctire,
oil, and edible forms. Tt can be smoked, vaporized, ingested in edible or other oral forms, taken sublingually (under the tongue), or applied
topically (oil). Research on the efficacy of different routes of administration for pain is sparse, However, a 2013 randomized, placébo— controfled,
double-dummy, double-blind study compared analgesic effects of smoked marijuana and dronabinel.7 The results indicated that under
controlled conditions, marijuana and dronabinol both deereased pain. However, compared with marijuana, dronabinol produced longer-lasting
decreases in pain sensitivity and lower ratings of abuse-related subjective effects, which can be predictive of use and abuse patterns. Other
studies suggest that smoking cannabis produces rapid effects, while cral forms take longer to work but may last longer.8

Strains of cannabis may come with names like Parple Diesel and Blue Sky. While the term “strain” is commonly used by dispensaries, medical
cannabis users and even physicians, it’s not a term used for plant nomenclatire.g A strain name may come from a grower, producer, processer,
or dispensary. A 2018 study out of Washington state found that commereial Cannabis stirains fell into three broad chemotypes {chemically
distinct plants that otherwise appear indistinguishable) that were defined by the THC:CBD ratio.10

“There is little consistency in plant constituents between products” strain names,” said David Bearman, MB, a physician in private practice who
specializes in pain management and has more than 40 years of experience in managing substance abuse. “These names are mainly marketing
tools and tell little about the constitnents of the product. The best advice is to read the label and understand it.” Dr. Bearman is also the co-
founder of the American Academy of Cannabinoid Medicine, and a board member of Americans for Safe Access — a national member-based
organization of patients, medical professionals, scientists and concerned citizens promoting safe and legal access to cannabis for therapeutic use
and research,and of Patients Out of Time — a Virginia-besed nonprofit that works to educate all disciplines of healtheare professionals, the legal
profession, and the public about medical cannabis, It's also impertant to know that dispensary cannabis is not regulated by the FDA so what you
get in one state, or at one time, may be different from another.
Legislation
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Medical carmabis is currently legal in 31 states, many of which require patient registry or identification cards for the purchase and use of the
substance for specific diagnosed medical conditions. These conditions differ by state and continue to change. At the federal level, marjjuana is
classified ag a Schedule 1 substance under the “Controlled Substances Act,” and there are no recognized medical nses. In 24 of the states with
"egalized cannabis, some type of product testing is required. Testing varies by state and may be limited contamination tests or may include
quantification of CBD and THC Jevels. California, for example, requires dispensaries to sell only marijuana that has been tested for pesticides,
contaminants, and microbial impurities. Beginning in July 2018, the state also began to require testing to determine plant potency (ie, levels of
THC and CED). This information is included on the product label.11 It is important to know that consistency and guality of the product received
may vary from dispensary to dispensary and from state to state.
Clinical Experience _ _
‘Where does this leave chronic pain patients interested in trying medical cannabis? Regardless of the strain or form of cannabis, the key is the
" - gmount of THC and CBD in the final product, according to Dr. Bearman.

Tor those with coneerns about the psychogenic effects, he recommends starting with a one-to-one ratio of THC to CBD for chronic pain. “I
usually suggest that people start with 7.5 mg [which, using a standard unit converter amounts to 0.003 oz.] of THC and 7.5 mg of CBD, three or
four times a day,” he told Practical Pain Management. I tell them that the most likely effect is that (a) it's not going to make their pain go away,
and (b) they’re not going to get high.”
For pain relief, he recommiends a dose of 15mg THC (0.0005 0z) to 15 mg CBD. In his experience, doses of THC less than 15 mg generally don't
provide pain relief. Doses may be inereased if necessary, best guided under a doctor’s orders, 1o achieve pain relief without unacceptable side
effects.
The key to using medical cannabis for pain is two-fold. For starters, a personalized approach is needed. Each person is different, and many
adjustments may be needed to zero in on the dose that controls pain with minimal side effects. It's also important to start on a low dose of THC
and CBD.
Dr. Bearman said he also preseribes dronabinol, the man-made or synthetie THC, for some patients, “It doesn't work as well as cannabis, it’s
more expensive than cannebis, and it has more side effects than cannabis. Nevertheless, there are some good reasons for prescribing it,” he
noted. Specifically, becanse dronabinol is regulated by the FDA and must meet purity and manufacturing standards, he knows exactly how much
THC a patient is getting.
Be sure to talk with your doctor about the right dose and route of administration before taking any prescribed of dispensed medical cannabis

- _product for pain relief or related sympioms. Note that Medicare does not cover the product; check with your insurer for other program coverage.
Read more about CBD Oil (uttps://www.ontsackdisbetes.com live-well/diabetes-management/chd-oil-what-know-you-try-it} and #ts risks
{https:/ fveww.onaackdisbetes.com/live-well /diabetes-management /heads-about-ch-ofi-risks-arent-label) o our sister publicaﬁon.
In Fall 2018 PPM online poll, about half of respondents said they had tried medical marijuana to help alleviate their pain
and related symptoms. Have you tried medieal canmabis for your chronic pain? Did it work to relieve your symptoms,

© improve yoﬁr sleep, or control any imxiety? Share your experience with ppmeditoﬁal@verﬁcalhealtﬂcom

(mailto:ppmeditorial@verticathealth.com) . We will contact you in advance if we are able to publish your story.

Updated on: 01/07/19 -
View Sources {/patient/treatments/marijuana-cannabis/navigating-eannabis-options-chronic-pain#fieldset)

Continue Reading:
How to Talk to Your Physician About Medical Cannabis: 10 Points to Guide You
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Is Your Pain Medication Working? (/patient/treatments/medications/your-pain-medication-working)
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7 Over-the-Counter Pain Relief Devices: An Insiders' Guide (/patient/treatments/alternative/7-over-connter-pain-relief-devices-insiders-guide)
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Don't Miss Outl

Sign Up for FREE to the Practical Pain Management monthiy eNewsletter and receive news, treatment updates, and lifestyle tips on
managing your pain,

Subscribe

No, thanks, Please take me back to the article. _

Practical Pain Management is a Vertical Health, LLC web property. Please add updates@practicalpainmanagement.com to your address book to
ensure delivery.
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Conditions

Carpal Tunnel SyndromeEhlers-Danlos Syndrome (EDS)Qastrointestinal PainCRPS/RSDDiabetic NeuropathyCancerFibromyalgiaGoutLow
Back PainLupusLyme DiseaseMigraine and HeadachesNeck PainOpioid Use Disorder/AddictionOsteoarthritisOsteoporosisPlantar

FasciitisPostherpetic Neuralg;aInsommaPelwc PainSickle Cell DiseasePsoriatic ArthritisRhewmatoid ArthritisThigh PainTraumatic Brain
InjuriesTMJ Disorders

Treatments
Alternative TreatmentsBracing/SplintingHormone TherapyInterventional Pain ManagerzentManipulation and
MassageMarijuana/CammabisMedication-Assisted Treatment (MAT)MedicationsMental and Emotional TherapyNutraceuticalsPalliative
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CarePhysical Therapy/RehabilitationTapering
Resources
Smart Patient’s Guide to Managing Chronic PainMed Guides, Quizzes, Lifestyle Tips, Organizational Resources & MoreManaging Pain in the
WorkplaceFrom posture & flexible schedules to diffieult conversations, keep your career on trackPain Self-ManagementDevices, Wearables,
Cear & Practices for Managing Your Pain at Home or on the Go
" Community Advice
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Chronic Pain Treatiments
Alternative Treatments
Bracing/Splinting
Hormone Therapy
Interventional Pain Management
Manipulation and Massage
Mental and Emotional Therapy
Nuiraceuticals
Physical Therapy/Rehab
Medications
Medieation Overview
Medication Guide
NSAIDs
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