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ABSTRACT

Objective: Sexual minority women (SMW) have higher rates of cannabis use compared to heterosexual
women, which may be partially attributed to lower harm perceptions. However, no study has examined if
the association between harm perceptions and cannabis use is stronger for SMW than heterosexual women.
This study examined if sexual identity (SMW vs. heterosexual woman) moderated the association between
harm perceptions and past 30-day cannabis use among a sample of female young adults (18-25 years old).
Method: Participants were 949 (29.8% SMW; Mean age = 24.33; 92.1% non-Hispanic White) females (99.3%
cisgender) recruited from Amazon Mechanical Turk who reported weekly cannabis use. Participants
reported how many days they used cannabis in the past 30-days and how harmful they perceived cannabis
to be to their health (not at all/slightly/somewhat harmful vs. very/extremely harmful). An Analysis of
Covariance examined the study aim. Results: A significantly larger percentage of heterosexual women
perceived cannabis to be very/extremely harmful to their health than SMW (45.2% vs. 22.6%). Those who
perceived cannabis to be very/extremely harmful reported more frequent cannabis use in the past-30 days.
SMW who perceived cannabis to be very/extremely harmful reported more frequent cannabis use relative
to those who held lower harm perceptions; there were no significant differences for heterosexual women.
Conclusions: SMW may perceive cannabis as harmful because they may be experiencing health
consequences from frequent use. It may be important for interventions and public health campaigns to be
tailored specifically to SMW and include information about the potential harms of cannabis use.
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Rates of cannabis use among young adults are use (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services

high, compared to older age groups, with recent
estimates from the 2022 Monitoring the Future
Panel Study showing that 28.8% of young adults
ages 19 to 30 in the United States reported past
month use (Patrick et al., 2023). Further, sexual
minority women (SMW) have higher rates of
cannabis use than heterosexual women (Ehlke et
al., 2024; Schuler & Collins, 2020). Specifically,
results from the 2021 and 2022 National Survey
on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH) showed that
SMW were two to three times more likely than
heterosexual women to report past year cannabis

Administration, 2023). Sexual identity differences
on cannabis use disparities are stronger and more
stable for women than men (see Dyar, 2022 for a
review), indicating that SMW are at greater risk
of use than heterosexual women, and differences
and changes in use for men are less distinct. The
high rates of cannabis use among SMW are
concerning given the health consequences of use,
such as psychological distress, cognitive
impairment, and adverse respiratory outcomes
(Figueiredo et al., 2020; Hall et al., 2016; Russell
et al., 2018). Despite these notable health
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consequences, some research indicates that
compared to adolescents and older adults, young
adults have low perceptions that cannabis is
harmful to their health (Levy et al., 2021;
Waddell, 2022). For instance, among a sample of
young adults, they most often reported perceived
risks unrelated to health (e.g., get into trouble,
friends upset with you) and greater perceived
benefits (e.g., feel high or buzzed, look cool) of
using cannabis (Nguyen et al., 2022). Further, a
recent study of young adults found that SMW
reported lower harm perceptions of cannabis
relative to heterosexual women (Romm et al.,
2023). This finding is alarming given research
that low harm perceptions of cannabis are related
to greater use among young adults (Nguyen et al.,
2023; Romm et al.,, 2023). Thus, lower harm
perceptions of use may be one explanation for why
the rates of cannabis are higher for SMW than
heterosexual women.

Given the rapidly changing policy landscape of
cannabis, there is an urgent need to identify
reasons associated with increased cannabis use
for SMW to inform intervention and prevention
programs, with the goal of reducing the rates of
use and reducing health disparities among this
population. Perceived harms of cannabis are an
important reason for use among young adults
(Nguyen et al., 2023) and are often lower than
harm perceptions of tobacco products and alcohol
(Berg et al., 2015; Hanauer et al., 2021; Nguyen et
al., 2023). Thus, cannabis use may continue to
increase without interventions that address the
harms of this product, potentially creating larger
disparities for groups that already use at elevated
levels, such as SMW. This study examined
differences between cannabis harm perceptions
and sexual identity (sexual minority vs.
heterosexual) among a sample of young adult
(ages 18 to 25) females who reported weekly
cannabis use. Additionally, to extend prior
research, sexual identity was examined as a
moderator of the relationship between cannabis
harm perceptions and past 30-day cannabis use
frequency. Although this study used a female
sample, without regard to gender identity, the
term SMW is used herein to describe the current
sample given the extensive use of this term in the
broader literature. It was hypothesized that SMW
would report lower cannabis harm perceptions
than heterosexual women, which would be
associated with greater cannabis use.

METHODS
Participants and Procedure

Participants were 949 (29.8% SMW) young
adult females recruited from Amazon Mechanical
Turk (MTurk; Amazon Mechnical Turk, n.d.) in
February 2023 who completed a larger study about
factors related to cannabis use. Eligibility criteria
included a) 18-25 years old, b) female, and c) report
using cannabis some days (at least weekly) or every
day in the past 30-days. MTurk system and
premium qualifications were also used to request
participants who live in the United States, had a
>95% approval rating, were 18-25 years old, and
were female. Participants were compensated $1 for
completing the 12-15 minute survey. Participants
were on average 24.33 years old (SD = 1.33),
primarily not Hispanic White (92.1%), completed
some college or higher (96.7%), and married
(61.9%). In terms of gender identity, 99.3%
identified as a woman, 0.6% as a man, and 0.1% as
gender non-conforming. For more details about
MTurk qualifications, participant characteristics,
and study procedures, see Ehlke et al. (2024).
Study materials and procedures were approved by
the University’s Institutional Review Board.

Materials

Sexual identity was measured by asking
participants, “How would you describe your
sexual identity? Would you say you are?” with
response options of a) heterosexual, b) lesbian or
gay, c) bisexual, d) pansexual, e) queer, f) another
sexual orientation not listed, or g) dont
know/unsure. A single sexual identity variable
was created where 0 = heterosexual (n = 6686,
70.2%) and 1 = SMW (all other sexual identities;
lesbian/gay n = 3, 0.3%; bisexual n = 265, 27.9%;
pansexual n=11, 1.2%; queer n= 2, 0.2%; another
sexual orientation n =1, 0.1%; don’t know/unsure
n=1,0.1%). To measure cannabis use frequency,
participants reported the number of days in the
past 30-days they used marijuana (range = 1-30;
M=12.93, SD="7.47).! Lastly, harm perceptions
were measured by asking participants, “How
harmful do you think marijuana is to your
health?” with response options of a) not at all
harmful, b) slightly harmful, c¢) somewhat
harmful, d) very harmful, or e) extremely harmful.
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Similar to prior research (Cohn et al.,, 2023;
Sarvet et al., 2018), a binary cannabis use harm
perception variable was created where 0 = not at
all/slightly/somewhat harmful and 1 =
very/extremely harmful.

Data Analysis

Analyses were conducted in IBM SPSS
Statistics (Version 28; IBM Corp, 2021). Past 30-
day cannabis use frequency was normally
distributed with no outliers. Chi-square analyses
examined differences between sexual identity
(SMW vs. heterosexual) and cannabis harm
perception (very/extremely harmful vs. not at
all/slightly/somewhat harmful), and an
independent samples t-test examined differences
on cannabis use frequency.? An Analysis of
Covariance (ANCOVA) examined if sexual
identity moderated the association between harm
perception and cannabis use frequency.?

RESULTS

A greater percentage of heterosexual women
(45.2%) than SMW (22.6%) perceived that
cannabis was very/extremely harmful to their
health, x2(1) = 42.78, p < .001. Additionally,
heterosexual women reported cannabis use on
more days than SMW, M =13.56, SD=6.98 vs. M
=11.45, SD=8.37; 451.79) = 3.72, p< .001, and
those who perceived cannabis as very/extremely
harmful to their health reported more frequent
use in the past 30-days, relative to those who
perceived cannabis as not at
all/slightly/somewhat harmful, M = 14.39, SD =
7.32 vs. M =12.03, SD = 7.43; 943) = -4.78, p <
.001. ANCOVA results showed that SMW who
perceived cannabis as being very/extremely
harmful to their health reported more frequent
use in the past 30-days than SMW who perceived
cannabis as not at all/slightly/somewhat harmful,
F(1,941) = 27.09, p<.001. However, there were no
differences between harm perceptions and past
30-day cannabis use for heterosexual women,
F(1,941) = 3.20, p=.320. See Figure 1.

Figure 1. Differences on Past 30-day Cannabis Use Frequency Based on Harm
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Problematic cannabis use was measured in this study using the Cannabis Use Disorder Identification Test — Revised (CUDIT-R); however,
the majority of the sample (98.6%) met criteria for hazardous use (CUDIT scores >8), possibly due to the eligibility criteria of at least weekly
cannabis use. Therefore, due to the overwhelming majority of the sample meeting the cutoff score for hazardous use, we did not include this

variable in the current study.

2Differences between SMW and heterosexual women on cannabis use frequency has been examined in a previous publication from this
dataset that examined route of cannabis administration; see Ehlke et al., 2024.
3Age, race (non-Hispanic White, non-Hispanic Black, non-Hispanic another race, and Hispanic), and income were examined as potential

covariates. However, these variables were not significant in the ANCOVA model and results were identical when including and not including

these potential covariates. Thus, to present the most parsimonious model, the ANCOVA results do not include these covariates.



Cannabis, A Publication of the Research Society on Marijuana 4

DISCUSSION

This study examined cannabis harm
perceptions among SMW and heterosexual
women, and their association with past 30-day
cannabis use frequency. Heterosexual women in
the current study reported using cannabis on
more days in the past 30-days, relative to SMW,
which is contrary to prior research (Ehlke et al.,
2024; Schuler & Collins, 2020). This may be
attributed to the recruitment of only individuals
who used cannabis frequently for the current
study (see Ehlke et al., 2024). Consistent with
prior research (Romm et al., 2023), heterosexual
women held greater perceptions that cannabis
was harmful to their health, compared to SMW.
Lower harm perceptions among SMW may be due
to social norms related to cannabis use within the
sexual minority community (Romm et al., 2023).
In fact, prior research has found that sexual
minority females perceive cannabis as more
socially acceptable and that more peers use
cannabis, relative to heterosexual women (Romm
et al.,, 2023). Thus, these higher social norms
among SMW than heterosexual women may
result in greater beliefs that cannabis is not
harmful.

Contrary to prior research (Nguyen et al.,
2023; Romm et al., 2023), among all participants
in the current study, those who perceived
cannabis as more harmful to their health reported
more frequent cannabis use in the past 30-days.
This may be attributed to our sample that only
included females who reported cannabis use.
Perhaps participants in other studies that include
non-users of the substance being examined have
higher harm perceptions, but this may also
influence (i.e., lower) the mean when examining
frequency of use. Conversely, a recent study of
only cannabis users found greater cannabis harm
perceptions were associated with less frequent use
(Florimbio et al., 2024). However, this study
included males and females, which may have
influenced the findings, given research showing
that males perceive cannabis as less harmful than
females (e.g., Hellemans et al., 2019; Levy et al.,
2021). The current study used a large sample of
only females, which may partially explain the
different findings. Studies examining harm
perceptions should focus on subset analyses that
include only users of the substance and separate
males and females. Additionally, prior research

has found that greater cannabis harm perceptions
are associated with a higher likelihood of
problematic cannabis use (Romm et al., 2024).
Unfortunately, problematic cannabis use was not
examined in the current study given the high
proportion of those who met criteria for hazardous
use (see footnote 1). Differences between SMW
and heterosexual women on this association
between cannabis harm perceptions and
problematic cannabis use should be explored in
future research.

The current study also extends previous
research (Romm et al., 2023) by revealing that
SMW who held higher cannabis harm perceptions
reported more frequent cannabis use than SMW
with lower harm perceptions. These findings show
that although some SMW acknowledged cannabis
was harmful to their health, they continued to use
it more frequently than those with lower harm
perceptions. This is contrary to prior research
about cannabis harm perceptions (Nguyen et al.,
2023; Romm et al., 2023) but is the first study to
focus on sexual identity as a moderator of this
association and SMW specifically. SMW with
greater harm perceptions may be experiencing
more health consequences because of frequent
use. It 1s widely accepted that SMW experience
sexual minority stressors due to their sexual
identity (Meyer, 2003) and therefore may use
cannabis to cope with these stressful experiences
(Khantzian, 1997). Over time, the increased use of
cannabis may result in health consequences and
influence harm perceptions. Interventions should
be tailored for SMW, specifically, given the
elevated rates of use among this population
(Ehlke et al., 2024; Schuler & Collins, 2020).
However, a recent review article found that the
majority of interventions for sexual and gender
minority individuals focused on sexual minority
men and that there was a lack of programs for
cannabis use (Kidd et al., 2022). Empirically
evaluating cannabis use interventions for SMW is
also of critical importance (McGeough, 2021).
Taken together, interventions to reduce cannabis
use should be tailored for SMW, incorporate harm
perceptions related to use, and evaluated using
scientific rigor through randomized controlled
trial designs.

Findings from this study also showed that
there were no differences between harm
perceptions and cannabis use for heterosexual
women. Perhaps other factors influence cannabis
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use for heterosexual women. As mentioned
previously, the social norms surrounding
cannabis may be different for heterosexual women
due to the lower rates of use and subsequently less
exposure to use among this population. Romm et
al. (2023) found that heterosexual females
reported lower perceived social acceptability and
peer cannabis use, relative sexual minority
females. Thus, these normative perceptions may
also influence harm perceptions. Although
speculative, if heterosexual women have less
exposure to other peers using cannabis, they may
believe this behavior is less normative due to the
harm it poses to one’s health. While addressing
harm perceptions of cannabis is important for all
groups, it may be less likely to lead to behavior
change or have a lesser impact for heterosexual
women, as compared to SMW.

Limitations and Future Directions

Several limitations should be noted for the
current study. This was a cross-sectional study,
limiting the interpretation of causal inferences of
cannabis use. Future studies should use ecological
momentary assessment (EMA) designs to
examine the momentary association between
harm perceptions and cannabis use, and the
fluctuation of harm perceptions at the daily level.
All SMW were grouped together due to the low
representation of non-heterosexual identities.
Specifically, the majority of this sample identified
as bisexual/pansexual (97.5%; i.e., bisexual+).
Understanding  subgroup  sexual identity
differences, such as bisexual+ and monosexual
identities (e.g., lesbian/gay). should be considered
in future research. Problematic cannabis use was
not examined in the current study. MTurk
participants may have different (i.e., higher) rates
of cannabis use. which influences problematic use.
Although MTurk is commonly used to collect large
samples of data, including examining differences
on substance use based on sexual identity (Benz
et al., 2019; Smout & Benotsch, 2022), and
samples are similar to community samples on
demographic factors (Burnham et al., 2018),
results may not generalize to the larger
population of females who wuse cannabis.
Additionally, future studies should expand
findings to harm perceptions of other substances
such as alcohol and tobacco and the co-use of
products. Comparisons between racial and ethnic

minority individuals were not examined, given
that the sample was predominantly non-Hispanic
White, and findings may not generalize to
racial/ethnic minority populations. It is important
for future research to consider the intersection of
sexual orientation and racial/ethnic identity to
understand the relationship between harm
perceptions and cannabis use for populations with
multiple marginalized identities.

Conclusions

Given the elevated rates of cannabis use
among young adults in the United States, it is
important to identify reasons for these increasing
trends of use, particularly for health disparity
populations such as SMW. This was the first
study to show that cannabis harm perceptions
were associated with cannabis use for SMW, but
not heterosexual women. Because findings
showed that higher health harm perceptions of
use were associated with cannabis use, it may be
critical to disseminate information about the
health effects of cannabis, particularly for SMW,
to reduce frequent cannabis use.
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