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The Science 

What are the different ways to use medical cannabis?

Have questions about cannabis in Hawai'i ? Please email us at medicalcannabis@DOH.Hawaii.gov

Medical cannabis products have changed a lot over time. They are now stronger and come in different
forms. You can use medical cannabis in many ways, and each way works differently. Some ways work faster
or last longer than others, affecting each person differently. Let's look at the different ways you can use
medical cannabis.

Description: Products you eat or drink
Products: Gummies, tinctures, chocolate,
tablets, RSO oil, and beverages
The effects of eating cannabis last
longer and provide extended relief for
certain symptoms. 
Because of delayed effects, patients can
unintentionally consume too much and
experience unpleasant effects. 
Edibles may feel stronger and take longer
to feel. This is because when you eat
cannabis, your liver turns THC into a
different compound that is more potent
than THC.

Always check the amount of THC on the
label. Edibles can look the same but have
different strengths. You may need to cut
edibles in half or quarters to consume the
dose you want.  
Talk to your healthcare provider if you have
liver disease. Studies on edible CBD show
that high doses can cause liver damage and
interact with other medications. 

Edibles

If you want faster effects from edible
products, an option is to use sublingual
products. These involve placing product
material under your tongue, which allows
cannabinoids to enter your bloodstream
faster. For best sublingual absorption look
for alcohol-based tinctures or sprays. 

Sublingual absorption 

1

2

ORAL ADMINSTRATION 



Description: Devices that use dry cannabis
flower plus heat to vaporize cannabinoids and
terpenes 
Products: Handheld dry herb vaporizers  and
larger tabletop devices. These devices are not
yet sold in Hawai'i dispensaries. 
Quick onset for immediate relief of certain
symptoms. Also, less flower is needed for the
same effect as smoking.  
It is thought to be the safest method to inhale
cannabis. The heating process does not destroy
or burn the cannabinoids and terpenes.  
Vaporizers can be costly. They can be difficult
for some patients to grasp and load with flower. 
These products let you control the temperature,
so you can activate certain cannabinoids and
terpenes to get the effect you want. 

Description: Vape pens or cartridges filled with
cannabis oil or distillate. The battery and
atomizer heat up the oil and turn it into vapor
that you can inhale.  
Quick onset for immediate relief of certain
symptoms. Less smell than smoking flower.
Cartridges are not proven to be safe. 
Look for hardware with heating elements made
from safe materials like glass, ceramic, or
stainless steel, not plastic or rubber. The
cartridge should only contain cannabis,
cannabis oils, or cannabis extracts. Residual
solvents and added terpenes may not be safe
to inhale. Check with the dispensary for a
complete list of cartridge ingredients and
extraction method used. 

Vaporizer Cartridges

Dry Herb Vaporizers Dried Flower 

Description: Using fire to burn dry cannabis
flower so you can inhale the smoke
Products: Flower, pre-rolls 
Quick onset for immediate relief of certain
symptoms. Effects often felt within a few
seconds. 
Cannabis smoke contains carcinogens, tars,
and carbon monoxide. This may irritate your
lungs and lead to a daily cough, increased
mucus, and a higher risk of lung infection for
frequent users. 

Concentrates  

Description: Extracted cannabis products that
are extremely potent and contain high levels of
active ingredients from the plant. 
Products: Sugar wax, shatter, diamonds, rosin,
crumble, badder
Quick onset for immediate relief of certain
symptoms. 
Less product is needed for the same effect as
other smoking products.
Rapid intoxication. 
Concentrates may raise your tolerance of
cannabis. 
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INHALATION
Smoking is hazardous to your health 
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Description: Products applied to your skin
Products: Lotion, cream, balm, oil, salve, transdermal
patches
Great for local pain relief, joint soreness, and many skin
conditions.  
Topicals are non-intoxicating unless labeled
transdermal.
May contain other ingredients that cause skin irritation.   
Topicals work by interacting with CB1 and CB2 receptors
found in the skin, reducing inflammation and pain. 

Suppositories
Description: Products placed in the rectum or vaginal cavity
Products: Not yet sold in Hawai'i dispensaries
They don’t usually make you feel “high” like other cannabis products. This may
allow some patients to take higher doses without intoxication. 
Some patients feel discomfort when applying. 
Suppositories help patients who have trouble using other products because of
severe vomiting, nausea, and difficulty swallowing.   They may also help with
female reproductive health issues, such as endometriosis.

Transdermal products
Some topicals have ingredients that
help cannabinoids penetrate through
the skin and enter the bloodstream.
Transdermal products with THC can
be intoxicating and might make you
feel high.

METHOD

ONSET

DURATION

ORAL SUBLINGUAL TOPICAL SUPPOSITORIES SMOKINGTRANSDERMAL

Seconds to
10 minutes

1 to 4 hoursUp to 12 hoursVariable 1-2 hours
Up to 12

hours

30 minutes to
over 2 hours

1-2 minutes Seconds to
30 minutes

15 to 30
minutes

Seconds to
10 minutes

Variable

If you are new to cannabis, start with a low dose or microdose. This means taking small amounts of THC, less than
2.5 mg. This can provide the benefits of cannabis without feeling too high or having unpleasant side effects — the
‘start low, go slow’ suggestion. 
Dosing is different for everyone, always talk to your healthcare provider about dosing, titration and what route is
best for you.  
Be aware of possible side effects. Large doses of THC can cause anxiety, paranoia, confusion, falls, dizziness,
imbalance, nausea, vomiting, impaired driving, and dependence. THC can increase heart rate, so kupuna and those
with heart problems should be mindful.   
There is evidence that high-concentration THC cannabis products are associated with adverse mental health
outcomes for those with preexisting mental health conditions.
Long-term use can lead to cannabinoid hyperemesis syndrome (CHS), which causes regular cycles of severe
nausea, vomiting, and dehydration. The most successful management is to stop using cannabis, but other
treatments also show symptom relief, like hot baths and showers or topical capsaicin cream.   Seek medical
attention if you have severe symptoms.

COMPARISON OF ROUTES OF ADMINSTRATION
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THINGS TO CONSIDER WHEN USING MEDICAL CANNABIS
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Topicals
LOCAL ADMINSTRATION  
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Have questions about cannabis in Hawai'i ? Please email us at medicalcannabis@DOH.Hawaii.gov

THE HAWAI'I STATE DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH 
 OFFICE OF MEDICAL CANNABIS CONTROL & REGULATION | July 2024
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ASK MALIA HAWAI'I STATE LAW
Guidance for staying compliant while transporting
medical cannabis and driving Malia, do you have any advice on what to do if I'm

feeling unpleasant effects from taking too much
cannabis?
Mahalo, Lina

Aloha Lina, here are some things you can do to
feel better:

Stay calm and comfortable. Find a quiet, safe
space to relax. Dim the lights and reduce noise.
Remind yourself, unlike opioids, an overdose of
cannabis is not fatal.

Use grounding techniques. Apply deep
breathing, count backward, or hold a comforting
object.

Hydrate and eat. Drink water or eat something
light to help stabilize blood sugar levels.

Change your setting. Move to a more familiar,
comfortable environment to help reduce anxiety.
Be around supportive friends or family members
that can provide comfort.

At any time, you feel like you are having a
medical emergency, call 911 or have someone
take you to the nearest emergency facility.

Accidental ingestion by keiki is a medical
emergency. 

Patients or qualifying caregivers may transport
medical cannabis, but they need to ensure to
follow Hawaii Revised Statute 329-122 which
states that medical cannabis:

Must always remain in a sealed container
while in a public place
Not be visible in public
Not be consumed in public
May NOT be transported inter-island or to the
continent 

We can all do our part and use medical cannabis
responsibly by not driving while under the
influence. Driving after cannabis exposure
doubles the crash risk.  Studies have concluded
that cannabis impairs important skills required
for safe driving by:

Slowing our reaction time and ability to make
decisions
Impairing coordination
Distorting perception 

Having a 329 card does not protect you from
being cited with driving under the influence
(DUI) or operating a vehicle under the influence
of an intoxicant (OVUII). Ensure you are not
impaired or feeling high before driving. 
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