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How can I support someone 
who has schizophrenia and 
is using cannabis?

If someone in your life has schizophrenia or other serious 
mental health issues and is using cannabis, you may struggle to 
understand how you can help. While it is legal for people aged 19 
and older to use cannabis in BC, as with alcohol, cannabis use may have 
both negative and positive e�ects. This is particularly true for people with 
factors predisposing them to serious mental health issues.  >>

Schizophrenia a�ects about 
1% of the population and is 
not uncommon. If you have 
a father, mother, brother or 
sister with schizophrenia, 
your chance of developing 
schizophrenia increases 
to 10%. 
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Understanding schizophrenia
Schizophrenia is a neurological disorder that 
most often strikes young people in their prime, 
with symptoms �rst appearing between the 
ages of 16 to 25. It distorts a person’s senses 
and impairs their reasoning and understanding 
of the world, sometimes making it di�cult to 
tell what is real from what is not real. When 
a person �rst experiences symptoms of 
schizophrenia, it can be extremely frightening.

Those living with schizophrenia may experience 
hallucinations (sensory experiences created by 
your mind, but that are not real), delusions (�rm 
false beliefs that are not rooted in reality) and 
paranoia (thinking or feeling that you are being 
threatened by someone or something)—all of 
which are symptoms of psychosis. 

Psychosis and schizophrenia are often 
misunderstood as a result of sensational media 
stories and popular misinformation. Psychosis 
is a condition in which people lose touch with 
reality. Causes of psychosis include various 
mental health disorders, medical conditions 
or substance use. Schizophrenia is a mental 
health disorder that often includes periods 
of psychosis. In addition to symptoms of 
psychosis, people living with schizophrenia 
may also experience �attened emotional 
responses, disordered thinking, poor memory 
and may have di�culties in daily living. 

Schizophrenia a�ects about 1% of the 
population and is not uncommon. If you 
have a father, mother, brother or sister with 
schizophrenia, your chance of developing 
schizophrenia increases to 10%. Schizophrenia 
is not caused by poor parenting, lack of 
education, poverty or personal failures of 
an individual. Schizophrenia is treatable and 
its symptoms can be successfully managed 
through the use of medication and, for some 
people, life skills training and support. 

Understanding substance use
People have been using cannabis and other 
drugs like alcohol and tobacco throughout 
history. People use these drugs, to feel 
good, feel better, do better or explore new 
experiences. We might think of them as tools 
people use to achieve certain goals. Like all 
tools, drugs may help us in particular ways. But 
when not used carefully, they can also harm us 
or other people around us.
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How you can help
As a parent, caring adult, or friend, an open 
respectful relationship with the person you 
care about is one of the best ways to help and 
prevent harm. Letting the person know they can 
approach you at any time to talk about cannabis, 
mental health issues or anything else says they 
matter to you, and you are ready to listen. This 
helps them realize that they are not alone. 

Recognize that the person may be using 
cannabis as a tool to deal with symptoms 
related to their schizophrenia. This will help you 
engage in dialogue that explores the person’s 
own experiences rather than focusing on the 
drug use itself. This way the person can re�ect 
on the reasons for their drug use, its impact on 
their life and other tools that may be available. 

Be curious, avoid confrontation or giving 
unwanted advice, and be honest in sharing 
your own experiences, feelings and concerns. 
This is best achieved when we openly seek to 
understand the other. Ask open questions that 
avoid judgements and encourage re�ection. 
And listen, listen, listen.

You too are not alone. Reaching out and 
getting support for yourself can be a key aspect 
of increasing health and well-being for you and 
the person you care about. Below are links to 

When people use drugs, they are manipulating 
the pleasure and reward system in their brains 
to achieve some perceived bene�t. Our brains 
are wired to associate life-sustaining activities—
eating, sleeping, sex—with pleasure or reward. 
Drugs tap into that wiring and modify our 
feelings of pleasure, as well as our movements, 
emotions, thinking and motivation. 

While low to moderate cannabis use has 
less potential for harm, prolonged or heavy 
use is associated with signi�cant harm. Such 
use is often a way to cope with stress or deal 
with unpleasant feelings but can lead to less 
thought about potential harms and little 
consideration of alternatives for coping 
such as talking with a friend or engaging in 
physical activity.

Cannabis has been associated with an 
increased risk for psychosis and schizophrenia 
for people with factors predisposing them to 
serious and persistent mental health issues 
(particularly those with a family history of 
severe mental illness). Some people who 
use large amounts of cannabis even without 
such risk factors may experience a psychotic 
episode. These episodes usually resolve 
relatively quickly. But for some people, the 
episode may trigger further episodes that can 
later contribute to a diagnosis of schizophrenia 
or other persistent mental illness. 

Letting the person know 
they can approach you 
at any time to talk about 
cannabis, mental health 
issues or anything else says 
they matter to you, and 
you are ready to listen. This 
helps them realize that they 
are not alone.

some resources and services for you, and that 
can help you to support someone you care 
about who has serious mental health concerns 
and is using cannabis.
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Information Resources
� Cannabis, Schizophrenia and Psychosis - BC 

Schizophrenia Society (bcss.org)

� Cannabis Use and Youth: A Parents’ Guide – 
information, myth-busting, practical strategies to 
engage youth in dialogue and ways to acknowledge 
and reduce harms if they use cannabis

� Does Cannabis Cause Schizophrenia? - BC Schizophrenia 
Society (bcss.org)

� Substance Use and Young People: A Guide for Families 
and Their Caring Communities – vignettes from real life 
family stories, information and strategies on talking 
with youth about using substances

� Supporting People Who Use Substances: A Brief 
Guide for Friends and Family - practical information, 
strategies and resources if you are supporting someone 
who uses substances

� You and Substance Use: Things to Think About and 
Ways to Make Changes - a workbook with practical 
information and strategies if you are considering a 
change in your substance use patterns

Support Resources
� BC 211 connects you to a range of programs and 

services, including substance use supports, in your 
community

� Helplines for Youth in BC. If you or someone you know 
is in crisis, you can call: 604-872-3311 in the Greater 
Vancouver area, or 310-1234 from anywhere else in the 
province.
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https://www.bcss.org/education/cannabis-schizophrenia-psychosis/
https://www.bcss.org/education/cannabis-schizophrenia-psychosis/
https://www.heretohelp.bc.ca/workbook/cannabis-use-and-youth-a-parents-guide
https://www.bcss.org/lookagain/does-cannabis-cause-schizophrenia/
https://www.bcss.org/lookagain/does-cannabis-cause-schizophrenia/
https://www.heretohelp.bc.ca/workbook/substance-use-and-young-people
https://www.heretohelp.bc.ca/workbook/substance-use-and-young-people
https://www.heretohelp.bc.ca/sites/default/files/supporting-people-who-use-substances.pdf
https://www.heretohelp.bc.ca/sites/default/files/supporting-people-who-use-substances.pdf
https://www.heretohelp.bc.ca/workbook/you-and-substance-use-stuff-to-think-about-and-ways-to-make-changes
https://www.heretohelp.bc.ca/workbook/you-and-substance-use-stuff-to-think-about-and-ways-to-make-changes
https://bc211.ca/
https://youthinbc.com/


bcss.org    cisur.ca
This work is a joint project of the BC Schizophrenia Society and the Canadian Institute for Substance Use Research

Page 5

© 2022 – Permission to copy for non-commercial purposes

The Canadian Institute for Substance Use Research is proud to be a�liated with 
HeretoHelp. HeretoHelp is a project of the BC Partners for Mental Health and 
Addictions Information, a group of non-pro�t agencies providing good-quality 
information to help individuals and families maintain or improve their mental well-
being. The BC Partners are funded by the Provincial Health Services Authority. For 
more information, visit www.heretohelp.bc.ca
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