LETTER

Marijuana Use in Models for
Health Outcomes
To the Editor:
Using data from the continuous National Health and
Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES) to estimate the
effects of current and past marijuana use on certain health
outcomes associated with an increased risk of diabetes and
cardiovascular disease,1 Penner et al2 found that marijuana
users experienced improved insulin resistance, higher highdensity lipoprotein cholesterol, lower insulin, lower glucose,
and smaller waist circumferences compared with nonusers.2
NHANES captures self-reported marijuana use and
cardiometabolic risks at a single point in time for each
survey respondent. These data lack behavioral or environmental variables necessary to control for unobserved
differences between users and nonusers. Penner et al’s2 use
of simple regression models to estimate a static relationship
between marijuana use and health outcomes ignores unobserved cumulative mediating factors (eg, other drug use,
psychological factors, personality, behavioral traits) that
may correlate with both marijuana use and cardiometabolic
risk factors.3 Statistical analyses that fail to account for such
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issues are subject to biased parameter estimates and
misleading results.4
Using the same NHANES data but using other selfreported personal consumption variables in place of marijuana in the Penner et al2 estimation equations, we found
that alcohol and carbohydrate consumption had even larger
beneﬁcial effects on each of these cardiometabolic risk
factors than marijuana; a clearly nonsensical result. If we are
to believe Penner et al2 that marijuana use is great for
avoiding diabetes and obesity, then beer and pizza are even
better.
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