
Could marijuana help treat depression? 

Research on the effects of THC on brain activity suggest cannabis 
may be a promising treatment for mental illnesses. 
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The most psychoactive chemical in marijuana could be used to help treat 
depression and other mental illnesses, new findings suggest. 
Researchers discovered that tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) can change brain 
activity in a way that makes people concentrate on positive rather than negative 
emotions. 
They said their findings support the idea that the brain’s endocannabinoid system 
plays an important role in influencing how we process emotions. 
This system involves enzymes that form cannabis-like chemicals to transmit 
messages around the brain and attach to receptors in a way that can influence 
appetite, pain, mood and memory. 
Numerous studies have linked smoking cannabis to an increased risk of 
schizophrenia and experts believe it could act as a trigger for the condition in 
people with a genetic susceptibility. 
But the latest research suggests that THC might have a role to play in laboratory-
created drug treatments for depression. 
Identifying happy and fearful faces 
The study involved 11 men who were active users of marijuana and had taken 
the drug four times or more in a year but not more than once a week. 
THC was administered to some of the men while others were given a placebo. 
Participants were then shown three images of facial expressions, which were 
either happy or fearful. 
The top face was the ‘target’ and the men had to press a button to indicate which 
of the bottom two faces they believed matched its expression. 
Men who had THC in their bloodstream did less well in correctly identifying fearful 
faces but were just as good as the others in identifying happy faces 
Researchers also found that MRI scans of the men’s brains indicated a beneficial 
effect of THC on emotion-processing areas of the brain. 
“These results suggest that administration of THC shifts the brain’s bias for 
stimuli that have a negative impact towards a bias for stimuli that have a positive 
impact,” said lead author Matthijs Bossong, from the Univeristy Medical Center 
Utrecht in the Netherlands but currently based at King’s College London. 



He said the study adds to evidence that the endocannabinoid system has a role 
in “abnormal emotional processing related to psychiatric disorders”. 
Shifting negative bias to positive 
The authors added that people with depression pay more attention to negative 
events than positive events and said antidepressant drugs help shift this bias in 
much the same way as THC worked in the study. 
“Thus, a defect in endocannabinoid neurotransmission could contribute to the 
abnormal emotional reactions as seen in patients with a major depression,” 
Bossong and colleagues wrote. 
“This also suggests potential for endocannabinoid-mediated medication in the 
treatment of psychiatric symptoms related to abnormal emotional responses.” 
The team acknowledged that the findings, reported in the journal European 
Neuropsychopharmacology, were from a small sample. 
They also said that cannabis smokers were used in the study for ethical reasons 
but that this could have influenced the results as previous use of the drug could 
alter the endocannabinoid system. 
	  


