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Introduction1: American Indian/Alaska Native (AI/AN) 
youth report high rates of substance use. Marijuana 
continues to be a highly used substance among AI/AN 
youth and is associated with higher potential for drug 
dependence and addiction as an adult. Marijuana, 
commonly known as cannabis, consists of the dried 
leaves, flowers, stems, and seeds of the Cannabis 
sativa L plant. The plant contains at least 125 different 
cannabinoids, including delta-9 tetrahydrocannabinol 
(THC). It has intoxicating effects, meaning it can 
temporarily alter a person’s mood, thoughts, and 
perceptions. Marijuana is often consumed by smoking 
the dried plant material, referred to as “buds” or 
“herb,” in various forms such as joints similar to 
cigarettes, blunts which are cigars or cigar wrappers 
filled with cannabis or using pipes or bongs (water 
pipes). Additionally, dried cannabis can be vaporized 
with electronic devices like dry herb vaporizers and 
vape pens. The Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS) 
monitors and captures the health-related behaviors 
and experiences of American youth including 
substance use behaviors such as alcohol use, 
commercial tobacco product use, electronic vapor 
product, and other drug use.   

Methods: Data were obtained from the 2023 Montana 
YRBS survey, administered by the Montana Office of 
Public Instruction2, for high school students (grades      
9-12) for AI/AN students. The YRBS is conducted 
biennial during the odd years and is self-reported. To 
understand the impact of marijuana use, we used the 
following: 
  Current marijuana use refers to students who used   
  marijuana one or more times during the past 30 days.  
  Lifetime marijuana use refers to students who had   
  used marijuana one or more times during their life. 
  Marijuana Initiation refers to students who had tried  
  marijuana for the first time before age 13 years. 

While reading this report, it is important to consider 
the following limitations:  
• Self reported data and may be subjected to bias

( recall bias and/or social desirability). 
• Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) may have 

impacted data collection. 
• AI/AN populations represents 6% of total State 

population.  
 All data should be interpreted with caution. 

 

 

 

The prevalence of marijuana use product among AI/ AN youth based on 
2023 YRBS data.  

Table 1: Prevalence of Marijuana use, Montana AI/AN youth, YRBS 2023(%)          

Figure 1: Reported Marijuana Use by Montana AI/AN students, 2017 to 
2023 

From 2017 to 2023 (Figure 1), marijuana use trends among AI/AN 
youth indicate a decrease in current use and lifetime use of marijuana, 
reflecting the success of public health interventions and increased 
awareness of it’s health risks. However, there has been slight increase 
in underage use of marijuana from 2021 to 2023 suggesting a shift in 
patterns of marijuana use. This rise may be influenced by changing 
social norms and due to stress such as the COVID-19 pandemic, peer 
pressure, availability of drugs. According to the 2023 YRBS data report2

(data not shown), 21.8% of AI/AN students were offered, sold, or given 
an illegal drug by someone on school property during the past 12 
months. 

 

Type of Marijuana use         Total    Male   Female 

Current marijuana use  36.1% 26.1% 27.9% 

Lifetime marijuana use 55.1% 40.6% 50.8% 

        Marijuana initiation 22.3% 15.0% 17.8% 



A decline in the lifetime use of electronic vapor products from 2015 to 2023 was observed in figure 2. However, the data highlights an 
increase in current electronic vapor products use and daily electronic vapor products use suggesting interventions are needed. 
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1. Healthy Missoula Youth is a coalition facilitated by Missoula Public Health and made up of multiple community partners working 
to prevent harm related to youth substance use. Their focus is to reduce rates of drinking, marijuana, and tobacco use, as well as 
other substances among youth.  

2. Montana Alliance of Prevention (MAP) are a statewide coalition of partners with shared risk and protective factors who formed 
to have a collective and unified voice for substance abuse prevention and mental health supports. Their efforts are focused on 
adolescent marijuana use prevention.  

3. Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) developed a tool which includes culturally informed 
practices in substance use and mental health programs for AI/AN communities. It features 71 programs and practices in tribal 
communities.  
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1. Regulation of the price of marijuana, location of retail outlets, marijuana product manufacturing and packaging. 
2. Limitations on marijuana advertising and marketing of marijuana and marijuana products. 
3. Restricting Youth Access to Marijuana in retail establishments. 
4. School policy development for marijuana use and developing referral program for substance use intervention. 
5. Promote positive social norms, communicate risks and reduce exposure. 

Table 1: Short-Term and Long-Term Effects of Marijuana Use3 

Public Health Recommendations4 

Resources 

Questions? Please contact:  
Teja Vatsavai 

SUD Epidemiologist  
teja.vatsavai@rmtlc.org  

      Short-Term Effects Long-Term Effects 

                            Memory Loss                          Respiratory problems  

                            Difficulty Focusing                          Depression 

                            Panic and Anxiety                          Lowered immune System 

                            Food cravings                          Higher risk for abuse of other drugs 

                            Hallucinations and Mood Swings                          Cancer 

Harmful Effects of Marijuana 
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https://www.healthymissoulayouth.org/s-projects-basic
https://youthconnectionscoalition.org/montana-alliance-of-prevention/
https://www.samhsa.gov/resource/dbhis/culturally-informed-programs-reduce-substance-misuse-promote-mental-health-american

