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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Background: Canada legalized non-medical cannabis in October 2018. Little research has examined Received 26 July 2021
the change in perceived access to cannabis after legalization in Canada, including the perceived Revised 1 November 2021

ease of purchasing cannabis in a legal market. Accepted 4 November 2021
Objectives: To: 1) describe changes in perceived ease of access to cannabis before and one year after KEYWORDS
legalization; 2) examine associations between perceived ease of cannabis access and cannabis use; Cannabis; marijuana;

and 3) examine associations between perceived ease of purchasing from cannabis stores and perceived access; proximity;
cannabis use. legalization

Methods: Repeat cross-sectional data come from Canadian respondents aged 16-65 (50% male) in
August-October 2018 (n = 10,057) and September-October 2019 (n = 15,256). Respondents were
recruited through commercial online panels. Multivariable logistic regression models examined corre-
lates of perceived proximity to retail stores, ease of access, and ease of purchasing from retail stores.
Results: Canadians who do not consume cannabis were more likely to report “easy” access to cannabis in
2019 than in 2018 (55% vs. 42%; AOR = 1.80:1.66,1.96). All cannabis consumer groups were more likely
to report living 15 minutes or less from a retail store in 2019 than 2018, but the association was strongest
among non-consumers in 2019 vs 2018 (AOR = 2.01:183,2.21 vs. AOR = 1.33:1.03,1.73 for daily
consumers). Non-daily and daily cannabis consumers were more likely to report it was easy to purchase
from an illegal (AOR ranged 1.58-2.22) or legal (AOR ranged 1.31-1.39) store than non-consumers in
2019.

Conclusion: Most cannabis consumers and non-consumers perceived access to cannabis as ‘easy’ before
legalization and the percentage increased one year after legalization.

Introduction a hybrid model, and only opened its first stores in
April 2019. Ontarians only initially had access to the gov-
ernment-run online store, which suffered from slow deliv-
eries and stock shortages in the first few months (5,6).
Access to cannabis stores in Canada in the first six months
of legalization was higher in provinces with a private or
hybrid retail rather than a government-run model (7).
Canada had a well-established illegal cannabis market
prior to legalization. In 2017, Statistics Canada estimated
that Canadians spent $5 billion CAD On illegal cannabis
(8). Prior to legalization, Canadians could access illegal
cannabis though physical dispensaries, dealers, and online
stores (9). In the first year after legalization, many consu-
mers still obtained cannabis from illegal sources (2,10).
Access may influence whether cannabis consumers use

Canada has among the highest rates of cannabis use in the
world, with approximately one in five adults reporting use
in the past three months (1). In 2019, approximately one in
five Canadians aged 16 and over who used cannabis in the
past 12-months reported daily use (2). Canada legalized
non-medical cannabis in 2018, permitting adults to access
legal cannabis through physical retail stores, online stores,
or to grow their own at home (3).

Retail models vary across the provinces and territories,
with some opting for government-run, some private, and
some a combination of both (hereafter a ‘hybrid’ model)
(3,4). Access to legal cannabis varied across the country in
the first year of legalization. In September 2019, there were
508 retail stores across the 10 provinces, 300 of these were in
Alberta (a province with a hybrid retail model) (Table S1). legal or illegal markets. In the 2018 and 2019 National
Ontario initially planned a government-run retail model ~ Cannabis Surveys, approximately one third of Canadians
but after a change in provincial government, switched to ~ Who consumed cannabis in the past three months stated
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that accessibility and location were the most important
factors in choosing a cannabis source (1,11). However,
increasing access to cannabis for adults must also avoid
increasing access to youth (12). In the 2018-2019
Canadian Student Tobacco, Alcohol and Drugs Survey
(CSTADS), 40% reported cannabis was easy to obtain,
but when asked if it had been easier or harder since
legalization, more students reported it had been “easier”
or “neither easier nor harder,” than “harder” to obtain
cannabis (13). Canada must balance increasing access to
legal cannabis to reduce the illegal market without
encouraging use among underage youth.

Most research on changes in access to cannabis
before and after legalization of recreational and/or
medical cannabis has been conducted in the United
States. In Washington State’s retail market, greater
access to cannabis retail stores was associated with
increased (14).
Similarly, research in California found a positive asso-
ciation between the physical availability of medical
cannabis stores and frequency of cannabis use (15). In
a study among young adults in Los Angeles County
before and after the opening of licensed retail stores,
greater retail density of both licensed and unlicensed
stores was associated with heavier and problematic
cannabis use (16). Research among US adolescents
has reported either a relationship between access to
cannabis, legalization, and cannabis use (17,18), or no
such relationship (18-22).

The current study examined changes in access to
cannabis immediately prior and one year after legaliza-
tion and in the perceived ease of purchasing cannabis
one year after legalization. Access to cannabis was repre-
sented in two ways: 1) perceived proximity to cannabis
retail stores, either illegal or legal; and 2) overall access to
cannabis, either illegal or legal.

Our specific aims were to 1) describe the change
over time among Canadians’ perceived proximity to
cannabis stores and access to cannabis from 2018 to
2019; 2) examine the associations between perceived
proximity to cannabis stores, overall perceived ease of
access to cannabis and cannabis use over time; and 3)
examine associations between perceived ease of pur-
chasing cannabis from illegal or legal stores and can-
nabis use in 2019. We hypothesized that the percentage
of respondents living close to a cannabis retail store
would increase following legalization, either illegal or
legal, while overall access to cannabis would remain
stable among cannabis consumers. We also hypothe-
sized that perceived ease of purchasing would be
greater from legal than illegal stores. Post-hoc analyses

cannabis use after legalization

examined the relationship between the legal age to
purchase cannabis and perceived ease of purchasing
from illegal or legal stores.

Methods
Study design and sample

We used repeat cross-sectional data from the 2018
and 2019 waves of the International Cannabis Policy
Study (ICPS) conducted in Canada and the United
States (US) (23). Data were collected via self-
completed web-based surveys conducted in August-
October 2018 and September-October 2019 from
respondents aged 16-65. A non-probability sample
of respondents was recruited through the Nielsen
Consumer Insights Global Panel and their partners’
panels. The Nielsen panels are recruited using
a variety of probability and non-probability sampling
methods. For the ICPS surveys, Nielsen draws strati-
fied random samples from the online panels, with
quotas based on age and state/province of residence.
Nielsen e-mails panelists an invitation to access the
ICPS survey via a hyperlink; respondents are unaware
of the survey topic prior to accessing the link.
Respondents confirm their eligibility and provide con-
sent before completing the survey. Upon completion,
respondents are transferred back to the Nielsen plat-
form and receive remuneration in accordance with
their panel’s usual incentive structure. Monetary
incentives have been shown to increase response
rates and decrease response bias in subgroups under-
represented in surveys, including disadvantaged sub-
groups (24).

Surveys were conducted in English in the US and
English or French in Canada. Median survey time was
20 minutes in 2018 and 25 minutes in 2019. Data integrity
measures include checks for ‘speeders’ based on comple-
tion times, the quality of open-ended responses, patterns of
‘Don’t Know/Refusal responses, and inconsistent
responses across items (25). As an additional data integrity
check, respondents are asked to identify the current month
from a list toward the end of the survey to verify survey
engagement.

The current study reports data from the Canadian
sample only. In 2018, 1,428,857 invitations were sent, of
which 17,157 Canadian respondents accessed the survey
link, and 10,646 completed the entire survey for
a cooperation rate of 62.1% (26-28). In 2019, 2,433,278
invitations were sent, of which 24,607 Canadian respon-
dents accessed the survey link, and 17,513 completed the
entire survey for a cooperation rate of 71.2% (26-28).



The study was reviewed by and received ethics clear-
ance through a University of Waterloo Research Ethics
Committee (ORE#31330). A full description of the study
methods can be found in the Technical Reports (27,28).

Measures

The full ICPS surveys are available online (www.canna
bisproject.ca/methods). All questions included ‘Don’t
know’ and ‘Refuse to answer’ options. In all measures
except ‘perceived income adequacy,” “Refuse to answer”
options were treated as missing.

Socio-demographic measures were sex at birth, age,
ethnicity/race, highest education level, perceived income
adequacy, and province of residence. Age was categor-
ized into: “Under minimum legal age” and “Minimum
legal age and over.” Minimum legal age was taken from

Table 1. Sample characteristics of Canadians in 2018 and 2019
(N = 25,313).

2018 2019
(n=10,057) (n = 15,256)
Weighted % Weighted %

(unweighted n)  (unweighted n)

Age®
Under Minimum Legal Age (MLA) 12.5 (660) 8.8 (734)
MLA and older 87.5 (9397) 92.2 (14522)
Cannabis use status
Non-consumer® 72.5 (7644) 64.7 (10187)
Non-daily consumer® 18.6 (1664) 24.0 (3576)
Daily consumer® 8.9 (749) 11.3 (1493)
Sex at birth
Female 49.8 (5845) 49.7 (9373)
Male 50.2 (4212) 50.3 (5883)
Ethnicity/Race
White 77.3 (8195) 73.2 (11617)
Mixed/Other 22.7 (1862) 26.8 (3639)
Highest level of Education
Less than high school 15.6 (873) 15.6 (1241)
High school diploma 26.8 (1548) 26.8 (2516)
Some college or technical vocation 32.7 (4268) 32.7 (6382)
Bachelor’s degree or higher 25.0 (3309) 24.9 (4968)
Income adequacy
Very difficult/Difficult 28.1 (2806) 31.8 (4714)
Neither easy nor difficult 35.9 (3593) 34.9 (5333)
Very easy/Easy 32.5 (3380) 29.2 (47017)
Not specified 3.5 (278) 4.1 (508)
Province of residence
British Columbia 13.2 (947) 13.7 (2211)
Alberta 12.0 (931) 11.9 (2200)
Saskatchewan 3.1 (858) 3.0 (843)
Manitoba 3.6 (923) 3.6 (877)
Ontario 39.0 (2713) 39.2 (3315)
Quebec 22.6 (984) 22.2 (3612)
New Brunswick 2.0 (871) 2.0 (697)
Nova Scotia 2.6 (913) 2.6 (855)
Prince Edward Island 0.4 (212) 0.4 (145)
Newfoundland & Labrador 1.4 (705) 1.4 (501)

Difference in unweighted sample sizes are due to missing data in Education
(nz018 = 59, Nxg19 = 149).

aMinimum Legal Age is taken from legal market (October 2018 onwards), and
is 18 years in Alberta and Quebec, and 19 years in all other provinces.

bUsed more than 12-months ago/Never consumers;

‘Less than monthly/Monthly/Weekly consumers;

9Includes ‘almost daily consumers’
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provincial laws in Canada (October 2018 onwards):
18 years in Alberta and Quebec, and 19 years in all
other provinces. For all socio-demographic measures
except ‘perceived income adequacy,” “Don’t know”
options were treated as missing. See Table 1 for full
coding of response options.

Cannabis use status: Cannabis use status was clas-
sified into “Never user,” “Used more than 12 months
ago,” “Past 12-month user,” “Monthly user,” “Weekly
user,” “Daily/almost daily user.” Responses were
further categorized into “Non-consumer” (Never/
Used more than 12 months ago), “Non-daily consu-
mer” (Past 12-month/Monthly/Weekly), and “Daily
consumer.”

Perceived proximity to nearest retail store (2018,
2019): Participants were asked “How long would it
take you to get to the nearest store that sells cannabis
using your usual mode of transportation?” Responses
began at “Less than five minutes” and increased in
five-minute increments up to one hour and ended
with “More than an hour” and “I don’t know any
stores near to where I live.” This measure included
both illegal and legal retail stores. Responses were
categorized to “Under 5 mins,” “5-15 mins,” “Over
15 mins” and “I don’t know any stores near to where
I live.” These categories were chosen to approxi-
mately match the time taken to travel 3 km and
10 km by car at 40-60 km per hour to mimic the
distance chosen by Statistics Canada (29). For regres-
sion analyses, responses were categorized into:
“15 mins or less” vs. “Other.”

Overall access to cannabis (2018, 2019): Participants
were asked “Overall, how easy or difficult would it be for
you to get marijuana?” with response options “Very
easy,” “Fairly easy,” “Neither easy nor difficult,” “Fairly
difficult,” “Very difficult,” and “Don’t know.” Responses
were categorized to “Easy,” “Neither easy nor difficult,”
“Difficult,” “Don’t know.” For regression analyses,
responses were categorized into: “Easy” vs. “Other.”
This measure includes access to both illegal and legal
cannabis.

Perceived ease of purchasing cannabis from illegal and
legal stores (2019 only): Participants were asked “How
easy or difficult would it be for you to buy marijuana
froma____ store or dispensary in the city or town where
you live?” for illegal and legal stores separately with
response options “Very easy,” “Fairly easy,” “Neither
easy nor difficult,” “Fairly difficult,” “Very difficult,”
and “Don’t know.” Responses were categorized to
“Easy,” “Neither easy nor difficult,” “Difficult,” “Don’t
know.” For regression analyses, both responses were
categorized into: “Easy” vs. “Other.” This question was
only asked in 2019.

» <« » <«
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Statistical analysis

Respondents were removed for reasons such as poor
data quality and duplicate entries (n = 2,846). For exam-
ple, respondents were removed if they incorrectly
answered the data quality check question: “What is the
current month?,” and duplicate entries were those where
over 20 sociodemographic variables (including postal
code) matched another entry. The final Canadian cross-
sectional samples comprised 10,057 and 15,256 respon-
dents in 2018 and 2019, respectively. See Technical
Reports for more detail on exclusions (27,28). Missing
data were assumed to be missing at random and
removed using case-wise deletion for four variables
used in regression models: perceived proximity to near-
est retail store (n918 = 44, Ny919 = 86 [0.5% of regression
sample]); overall perceived ease of access (nyp15 = 80,
Nyo19 = 35 [0.5%]); perceived ease of purchasing canna-
bis from an illegal (n,p9 = 80 [0.5%]) or legal store
(nz019 = 70 [0.5%]); and highest level of education
(2018 = 59, N019 = 149 [0.8%]).

Post-stratification sample weights were constructed
based on the Canadian Census estimates. In 2018,
respondents were classified into age-by-sex-by-
province and education groups. In 2019, respondents
were classified into age-by-sex-by-province, education,
and age-by-smoking status groups. A raking algorithm
was applied to the cross-sectional analytic samples to
compute weights that were calibrated to these group-
ings. Weights were rescaled to the sample size for both
years in Canada. Estimates are weighted unless other-
wise specified (27,28).

Descriptive statistics estimated perceived proximity
to the nearest retail store and perceived access in 2018
and 2019 by cannabis use status. For each cannabis
consumer group, reported time to the nearest store
and perceived ease of access was compared between
2018 and 2019. Second, multivariable binary logistic
regression models examined correlates of perceived
ease of access to cannabis in 2018 and 2019, represented
as: 1) perceived proximity to nearest retail store (15 mins
or less vs. Other); and 2) overall perceived ease of access
(Easy vs. Other), and a two-way interaction between
survey wave and cannabis use status. Third, multivari-
able logistic regression models examined correlates of
perceived ease of purchasing from a retail store in 2019
for 1) illegal; and 2) legal retail stores (both Easy vs.
Other). As a sensitivity analysis, all four models were
refit as multinomial regression models, where perceived
proximity was categorized to “15 mins or less,” “Over
15 mins,” “I don’t know any stores” and all other models
were categorized to “Easy” “Neither/Don’t know,”

“Difficult” to ensure comparable patterns with the bin-
ary analysis. Post-hoc analyses examined the association
between the legal age to purchase cannabis and per-
ceived ease of purchasing from a retail store with bivari-
ate logistic regression models.

All models adjusted for age, sex at birth, education,
ethnicity/race, income adequacy, and province of resi-
dence. Adjusted odds ratios (AORs) were reported with
95% confidence intervals (95% CI). Statistical tests con-
trolled for multiple comparisons using the Benjamini-
Hochberg procedure to reduce the false discovery rate
(30). Descriptive statistics were estimated using SAS-
callable SUDAAN (SAS version 9.4, SAS Institute;
SUDAAN version 11.0.3, Research Triangle Institute)
while multiple comparisons were tested using SAS. All
other analyses were conducted using survey procedures in
SAS (SAS version 9.4, SAS Institute Inc., Cary, NC, USA).

Results

Table 1 displays the unweighted and weighted sample
characteristics of Canadians in 2018 and 2019. In both
years, approximately half the respondents were male,
three quarters were White, and between a quarter and
a third of respondents were cannabis consumers.

Perceived proximity to nearest retail store in 2018
and 2019

Table 2 displays the perceived proximity to the nearest
retail store among non-consumers, non-daily consu-
mers, and daily consumers in 2018 and 2019. The per-
centage of non-consumers who reported living less than
5 minutes from a retail store increased from 2018 to
2019 (p <.001). The percentage of non-consumers, non-
daily, and daily consumers who reported living 5 to
15 minutes and over 15 minutes from a retail store
increased from 2018 to 2019 (all p <.05). The percentage
of non-consumers, non-daily, and daily consumers who
were not aware of their nearest retail store decreased
from 2018 to 2019 (all p < .001).

A logistic regression model examined correlates of
the perceived proximity to nearest retail stores
(Table 3). An interaction test between cannabis use
status and survey year was significant (F, 4990 = 4.82,
p = .008). After adjusting for covariates, non-consumers
(AOR = 2.01, 95%CI: 1.83,2.21) and non-daily consu-
mers (AOR = 1.73, 95%CI: 1.47,2.04) reported a greater
increase in the percentage living 15 minutes or less to
their nearest retail store than daily consumers from 2018
to 2019 (AOR = 1.33, 95%CI: 1.03,1.73).
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As a sensitivity analysis, the model was refitted as
a multinomial logistic regression model and similar
patterns emerged (Table S2).

Perceived overall access to cannabis in 2018 and
2019

As displayed in Table 2, the percentage of non-
consumers who reported “easy” overall access to canna-
bis increased from 2018 to 2019 (p < .001), whereas the
percentage of non-consumers who reported “difficult”
overall access to cannabis (p < .001) or didn’t know
(p < .001) decreased from 2018 to 2019 (Table 2).
There were no significant changes in the percentage of
non-daily and daily cannabis consumers who reported
overall access to cannabis was easy, neither difficult nor
easy, or difficult from 2018 to 2019.

A logistic regression model examined correlates of
the overall perceived ease of access to cannabis
(Table 3). An interaction test between cannabis use
status and survey year was significant (F, ;5008 = 18.9,
p <.001). After adjusting for covariates, non-consumers
reported an increase in “easy” access from 2018 to 2019
(AOR = 1.80, 95%CI: 1.66,1.96), with no significant
changes among non-daily or daily consumers.

As a sensitivity analysis, the model was refitted as
a multinomial logistic regression model and similar
patterns emerged (Table S3).

Perceived ease of purchasing cannabis from illegal
stores in 2019

In 2019, 26.0% of Canadians reported that it was easy to
purchase cannabis from an illegal retail store. A total of
21.7% of non-consumers, 31.2% of non-daily consu-
mers, and 40.3% of daily consumers reported that it
was easy to purchase cannabis from an illegal retail
store in 2019 (Table 4). Similar percentages of
Canadians under and over their provincial minimum
legal age (25.5% and 26.1%) reported that it was easy
to purchase cannabis from an illegal retail store in 2019.

In a logistic regression analysis of correlates of per-
ceived ease of purchasing cannabis from an illegal retail
store in 2019, non-daily (AOR = 1.58, 95%CI: 1.42,1.76)
and daily (AOR = 2.22, 95%CI: 1.91,2.58) cannabis con-
sumers were more likely to report it was easy to purchase
from an illegal retail store than non-consumers (Table 4).
There was no association between age and perceived ease
of purchasing cannabis from an illegal store in the bivari-
ate (Table S4) and multivariable regression models.

As a sensitivity analysis, the model was refitted as
a multinomial logistic regression model and similar
patterns emerged (Table S5).
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Perceived ease of purchasing cannabis from legal
stores in 2019

In 2019, 51.4% of Canadians reported that it was easy to
purchase cannabis from a legal retail store. A total of
48.5% of non-consumers, 57.2% of non-daily consu-
mers, and 56.1% of daily consumers reported that it
was easy to purchase cannabis from a legal retail store
in 2019 (Table 4). A total of 23.8% of Canadians under
the provincial minimum legal age and 54.1% of those
over the legal age reported that it was easy to purchase
from a legal retail store in 2019.

After adjusting for covariates, non-daily (AOR = 1.39,
95%CIL: 1.26,1.54) and daily (AOR = 1.31, 95%CI:
1.13,1.52) cannabis consumers were more likely to report
that it was easy to purchase from a legal store than non-
consumers (Table 4). Canadians under minimum legal age
in their province were less likely to report it was easy to
purchase from a legal store than Canadians of legal age in
the bivariate (Table S4) and multivariable regression
models.

As a sensitivity analysis, the model was refitted as
a multinomial logistic regression model and similar
patterns emerged (Table S6).

Discussion

Perceived access increased after cannabis legalization
with the extent of the increase differing between canna-
bis consumer groups. It increased among non-
consumers while non-daily and daily consumers
reported little change in perceived ease of access, sug-
gesting that cannabis was readily available to consumers
before legalization. This is consistent with previous
research demonstrating widespread availability of can-
nabis from illegal sources and licensed medical produ-
cers in Canada (8,31,32).

In the current study, a greater percentage of non-
daily and daily cannabis consumers reported that it
was easy to access cannabis than non-consumers.
These results are similar to a study in Washington
State, which found an association between increased
cannabis use and greater access to retail stores (14).
The association between cannabis use status and canna-
bis access may be bidirectional: consumers with easier
access consume cannabis more frequently, and those
who consume cannabis find it easier to access. Prior
research in Los Angeles County demonstrated that
a higher density of licensed and unlicensed retail stores
was associated with more frequent and heavier use (16).

Convenience and proximity to sources of cannabis
are important factors in the perceived accessibility of
cannabis. Cannabis consumers (non-daily and daily)
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and non-consumers were more likely to report living
15 minutes or less from a retail store in 2019 than in
2018. This is probably due to legalization, because
only illegal retail stores were available in 2018 (7,8).
In an analysis of Canada’s retail cannabis market, the
average distance between Canadian households and
legal retail stores declined from 66 km to 34 km
between March and July 2019 (29). Statistics Canada
measured proximity using distance between retail
stores and households, whereas the current study
measured perceived proximity, which takes account
of travel time and awareness of retail stores. The
percentage of respondents who were not aware of
their nearest retail store decreased in 2019. Greater
awareness of cannabis stores is consistent with data
showing an increase in the number of legal retail
stores in Canada (7,29).

It should be easier to access cannabis in a legal market
than an illegal market. Non-daily and daily cannabis
consumers were more likely to report it was easy to
purchase cannabis from an illegal or legal retail store
than non-consumers in 2019, one year after legalization,
but the association was stronger for purchasing from an
illegal store. All Canadians may be aware of legal canna-
bis stores in their local area due to media coverage or
increased visibility. By contrast, cannabis consumers
who purchased from illegal stores were more aware of
less conspicuous illegal stores than non-consumers.
There were many physical illegal stores pre-legalization
in 2018 but these were concentrated in urban areas and
not as visible to non-consumers as legal cannabis stores
after legalization (8). In Ontario, the City of Toronto
closed some illegal stores after legalization taking them
out of the public eye (33). Future research should exam-
ine changes in the perceived ease of purchasing cannabis
from an illegal store as the legal retail market becomes
more established in Canada.

From a public health policy perspective, cannabis
legalization ideally should increase access to legal can-
nabis for adults without increasing access or use among
minors. One of the main objectives of legalization in
Canada is to protect youth by restricting access (3). Over
half of Canadians under the minimum legal age reported
“easy” access to cannabis. This is slightly lower than
estimates pre-legalization in the 2014/2015 CSTADS
among Grade 11/12 students (34). In the 2018-19
CSTADS, more students reported that it was easier to
access cannabis after legalization than reported it was
more difficult (13). However, the extent to which youth
find access “easy” may vary across cannabis sources. In
the current study, Canadian minors were less likely to
report that it was easy to purchase from a legal store than
Canadians of legal age and they were more likely to
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report it was more difficult to purchase from a legal
than an illegal store. This speaks to the effectiveness of
regulations for legal retail outlets and the need to enforce
compliance and remove illegal stores. Future research
should examine perceived access to cannabis and per-
ceived ease of purchasing cannabis among youth in the
years following legalization.

Limitations

This study is subject to limitations common to survey
research. Respondents recruited using non-
probability-based sampling so estimates may not be
nationally representative. Indeed, the increase in cannabis
consumers from 2018 to 2019 appears to be greater than
the increase from national estimates (35). Cannabis use
estimates were within the range of national estimates for
young adults but higher in the full ICPS sample than
national surveys in Canada because the ICPS sampled
individuals aged 16-65, whereas the national surveys also
included older adults, who have lower rates of canna-
bis use.

Perceptions of cannabis access or ease of purchasing
is a qualitative and subjective question; therefore,
notions of what constitutes as “easy” or “difficult” may
change over time and with legalization, i.e., what
respondents classify as “easy” before legalization may
be different from what they classify as “easy” after lega-
lization. Therefore, changes in “easy” access may be
greater or smaller than reported.

The measure ‘perceived proximity to a retail store’ did
not specify whether perceived proximity was to a legal or
illegal store. More objective measures of proximity
include Euclidean or street distances to a respondent’s
nearest retail store. Because the legal retail market is
nascent, we used perceived proximity to capture both
awareness of and perceived ease of access to a cannabis
store that depends on mode of transport. The current
study did not assess usual mode of transport; thus, per-
ceived proximity will differ between respondents who
walk, drive, or use public transit.

Age was categorized to under minimum legal age and
of legal age for 2018 and 2019 data. There was no mini-
mum legal age in 2018 before legalization so we used the
same age in both years.

The current study only covered two years of repeat
cross-sectional data. It is possible that the increases in

were

overall perceived access to cannabis may have occurred in
the absence of legalization. Moreover, because this study
used repeat cross-sectional data, causation cannot be
determined. Future research should examine perceived
ease of purchasing cannabis using longitudinal data.
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Finally, this study did not assess specific types of
cannabis products. In the first year of legalization, not
all cannabis products were available in the legal market.
Perceived ease of access and purchasing may differ
according to the cannabis product. However, dried
flower was available from October 2018 and this was
the most commonly used product by Canadians (2,36).

Conclusions

The current study provides one of the first examinations
of changes in perceived access to cannabis and purchasing
in cannabis stores immediately before and one year after
legalization in Canada. Ease of access, represented as
perceived overall access and perceived proximity to retail
stores, increased from 2018 to 2019. Cannabis consumers
(non-daily and daily) found it easier to purchase from
illegal or legal stores than non-consumers. Canada is still
within the initial years of legalization and legal cannabis
may become more accessible as the market stabilizes.
Future research is needed on whether perceived ease of
purchasing cannabis from legal or illegal retail stores
influences purchasing behaviors.
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