
 

Young marijuana smokers may be at greater
risk of recurrent stroke
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Among younger adults who had a previous stroke or a transient ischemic
attack (TIA) and were later hospitalized for any cause, recurrent stroke
was far more likely among patients with cannabis use disorder,
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according to preliminary research presented at the American Stroke
Association's International Stroke Conference 2022.

Cannabis use disorder is defined as dependent use of cannabis despite
having a psychological, physical and social functioning impairment.
According to the American Heart Association, stroke rates are
increasing in adults between ages 18 and 45, and each year young adults
account for up to 15% of strokes in the United States.

"Since marijuana use is more common among younger people and is
now legal in several U.S. states, we felt it was crucial to study the various
risks it may impose," said Akhil Jain, M.D., lead author of the study and
a resident physician at Mercy Fitzgerald Hospital in Darby,
Pennsylvania. "First-time stroke risk among cannabis users is already
established, so it intrigued us to investigate whether continued marijuana
dependence also predisposes younger people to develop further strokes."

The researchers examined health information from the National
Inpatient Sample, a large, publicly available database that compiles data
on more than 7 million hospital stays annually across the U.S. For this
study, the sample included 161,390 adults between 18-44 years of age
who had been hospitalized for any reason between October 2015 and
2017, and whose health records indicated a previous stroke (either clot-
caused or bleeding stroke) or TIA.

Using hospital diagnosis codes, researchers identified patients within the
sample who met the criteria for cannabis use disorder, excluding those
with charts indicating their cannabis dependence was in remission. This
divided the sample into 4,690 patients who had been diagnosed with
cannabis use disorder and 156,700 who had not. The median age for
both groups was 37 years.

The study found that when compared with patients without cannabis use
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disorder, patients with the condition were:

More likely to be male (55.2% vs. 40.9%), Black adults (44.6%
vs. 37.2%), or to smoke tobacco (73.9% vs. 39.6%).
More likely to be diagnosed with chronic obstructive pulmonary
disease (21.5% vs. 19.0%), depression (20.4% vs. 16.1%) or
psychosis (11.2% vs. 7.5%).
Significantly more likely to abuse alcohol (16.5% vs. 3.6%).
Less likely to have high blood pressure (53.1% vs. 55.6%),
diabetes (16.3% vs. 22.7%), high cholesterol (21.6% vs. 24.1%)
or obesity (12.0% vs. 19.6%).

Compared to current hospitalizations, the analysis found:

Among adults with cannabis use disorder, 6.9% were hospitalized
for a recurrent stroke, compared to only 5.4% hospitalized
without the disorder.
After adjusting for demographic factors and relevant pre-existing
medical conditions (age at admission, sex, race, payer status,
median household income, type of admission, hospital bed-size,
region, location/teaching status and other medical conditions
including traditional cardiovascular risk factors), patients with
cannabis use disorder were 48% more likely to have been
hospitalized for recurrent stroke than those without the disorder.
Cannabis use disorder was most prominent among males, young
Black or white adults and those who lived in low-income
neighborhoods or in the northeast and southern regions of the
U.S.

"Young marijuana users who have a history of stroke or TIA remain at
significantly higher risk of future stroke. Therefore, it is essential to
increase awareness among younger adults of the adverse impact of
chronic, habitual use of marijuana, especially if they have established
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cardiovascular disease risk factors or previous stroke episodes," Jain
said.

Possible mechanisms that have emerged from other research on cannabis
use disorder include impairment of blood vessel function, changes in
blood supply, an increased tendency towards blood-clotting, impaired
energy production in brain cells, and an imbalance between molecules
that harm healthy tissue and the antioxidant defenses that neutralize
them.

Results from this study may not be generalizable to older adults (ages
greater than 44), who are more likely to have a greater number of
chronic health conditions and cardiovascular risk factors. The study is
also limited in that all data was collected at a single point in time, rather
than following participants over time. In addition, while the hospital
coding identified cannabis use disorder, the data did not include
information on the exact amount and duration of cannabis use or
medications used.

"Our study is hypothesis-generating research for future prospective and
randomized controlled studies. More research work is required to look
deeply into this concerning clinical question. Most importantly, the
impact of various doses, duration, forms of cannabis abuse, and the use
of medicinal cannabis on the occurrence of recurrent strokes are critical
questions that need to be answered," Jain said.

According to an August 2020 scientific statement from the American
Heart Association, preliminary studies have found that cannabis use may
negatively impact the heart and blood vessels. Although cannabis may be
helpful for conditions such as spasticity associated with multiple
sclerosis, among others, cannabis does not appear to have any well-
documented benefits for the prevention or treatment of cardiovascular
diseases.
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