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Purpose

The purpose of this brief is to summarize research literature on flavored cannabis vape
products, their prevalence and appeal in adults and youth, and future considerations.
This brief is based on a review of existing evidence including scientific literature,
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Background

The term “flavored cannabis vape
product” refers to any cannabis
concentrate intended for vapor
inhalation with added compounds (e.g.,
terpenes, artificial flavors) to enhance its
flavor. The practice of adding flavor into
vape pens or cartridges is common
because the THC extraction process
used to create concentrates removes
naturally-occurring flavors found in the
cannabis plant.1?

Cannabis vape products are typically
flavored using: (1) naturally-occurring
terpenes that come from the cannabis
plant, (2) naturally-occurring terpenes
from other plant sources (e.g., herbs,
fruit), (3) synthetic- or natural flavoring
additives (e.g., artificial flavors), or (4) a
combination of these.!?

Flavoring additives labeled as natural,
artificial, botanical, or synthetic have no
legal definition and are broadly
unregulated, thus posing a potential risk
to public safety and health.?-3 Naturally-
occurring terpenes used in their raw
form are generally regarded as safe,
although the extent to which inhaling
terpenes is safe needs further
research.# Infusing cannabis oil using
terpenes from other plants, rather than
cannabis-derived terpenes, is common
due to lower cost and increased
consistency in the final product.?

Prevalence

Legal Adults. The use and popularity of
flavored cannabis vape products

have increased alongside cannabis
legalization.>® A recent study

found that about 57% of U.S. adults who
vaped cannabis in the past year used
products that were flavored.® In 2023,
over 70% of people living in Washington
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who vaped concentrates in the past-
year reported either using flavored
vapes or were not sure whether the
vapes they used were flavored.” The
most preferred and frequently used
flavors appear to be fruit (e.g., peach,
berry) and desserts/sweets (e.g.,
cookies, cake).>’ Emerging research
also suggests ethnic-racial minorities,
females, those with higher socio-
economic status, and those who use
cannabis more frequently have
increased rates of flavored vape use.>’

Young Adults and Youth. Young people
report flavored cannabis vape products
(particularly candy and cooling flavors)
as appealing.®! The 2023 Washington
State Healthy Youth Survey indicated
that of the about 7% of 10" graders who
report current cannabis use, about half
used flavored cannabis vape products.*?
In general, younger people are more
likely to use cannabis vape products
relative to older adults, regardless of
flavor.13-15 Evidence from the tobacco
literature indicates flavors are one factor
in youth initiation of substance use.6-1°
Young people who use flavored vape
products tend to have higher lifetime
use of alcohol, cannabis, tobacco, and
other drug use, suggesting that youth
who use flavored cannabis vape
products may be at higher-risk for
polysubstance use.?° Therefore,
interventions focused on these higher-
risk youth groups are important.

Medical Patients. Flavored cannabis
vape products may have therapeutic
potential for medical cannabis patients.
Although more research on this topic is
needed, terpenes have received wide
attention for their potential to mitigate
certain health conditions such as
chronic pain, sleeplessness, and
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inflammation.?1-24 Most of this research
so far, however, has examined these
effects in animals, making the
generalizability to humans limited.

Examples of Current Regulations in
the U.S. and Canada

New York state requires flavoring be
derived from botanical sources
(cannabis or other plant sources) and
restricts any use of synthetic terpenes.?®
New York also banned flavors that are
especially appealing to youth, such as
mint, cotton candy, and bubble gum.?®
Some states, including New York and
New Jersey, additionally require
flavored products to contain no more
than 10% total terpenes, limiting the
ability to produce heavily flavored
products.?>26 Connecticut has further
mandated flavors/terpenes be sourced
only from cannabis grown and regulated
in-state.?” Canada has regulations that
restrict inhalable cannabis extracts from
any flavor other than the flavor of
cannabis across both medical and non-
medical cannabis.?®

Current Regulations in Washington
According to RCW 69.50.327,
Washington allows flavoring in cannabis
vape products if the flavor is “derived
from botanical terpenes naturally
occurring in the cannabis plant,
regardless of source, and if the
characterizing flavor mimics the terpene
profile found in the cannabis plant.
Characterizing flavors do not include
synthetic terpenes.”?® The sale of
flavored vapor products was temporarily
prohibited by executive order on
October 10, 2019 in response to a
multistate outbreak of vape-associated
lung injury (VALI); the ban expired on
February 8, 2020.%°
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Summary

A summary of current research and

government sources show that:

e Not all flavoring agents are the
same.2 There are many naturally-
occurring terpenes that can be
derived from the cannabis plant. The
most concerning flavoring agents are
those that are synthetic or artificial.

e Flavored products do appeal to
some youth.8'! These products are
also increasingly popular among
legal adult consumers.525-26

e Not all demographics appear to use
these products at similar rates.
Emerging research indicates that
ethnic-racial minorities and females
may be more likely to use flavored
cannabis vape products.b’

e |If there was interest to restrict
terpenes to only those derived from
cannabis, it would be difficult to
enforce because current lab tests
cannot easily determine the source
of naturally-occurring terpenes.!

e There are potential therapeutic
properties of terpenes that medical
cannabis patients might benefit
from.29-23 Additional research on this
topic, particularly studies with human
participants, would be helpful.

Best Practices

The following best practices for public

health and safety related to flavored

cannabis vape products are based on a

review of scientific literature and state

policies. They do not represent an
official position from LCB.

e Disclose any use of and
concentration of any non-cannabis
additives or ingredients. Specify on
item label there are non-cannabis
additives. This is consistent with
Oregon’s rules.?
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Create clear definitions of ‘natural’,
‘botanical’, ‘synthetic,” and ‘artificial’
flavor additives to create clear
understanding of these terms.

Clarify flavors that are predominantly

found in cannabis, such as earthy,
woody, herbal, citrus, lemon, sweet,
and pungent.! Youth appear to be
drawn more to candy and cooling
flavors.81t

Determine safe limits for the percent

of total terpenes that can be added
in cannabis oil (e.g., <10%). This
aligns with other state regulations
(NY, NJ) and would reduce heavily
flavored products.
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Promote evidence-based education
or health warnings to increase
awareness of potential risk factors in
the use of flavored vapes.

Limit availability of flavors that
appeal more strongly to youth than
to adults. One potential option is to
make them only available in the
medical market.

Support and advance research to
further understand the short- and
long- term effects of terpenes
derived from cannabis, other
botanical sources, and synthetic
sources.
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