
A Cannabis Primer For Marketers



Cannabis is the scientific (Latin) 
name for the hemp plant.  
The common and legal name  
is marijuana

There are well over a thousand 
different names in use for cannabis, 
many of them slang

Cannabis is and has been used 
worldwide for both recreational  
and medical purposes
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There are 3 recognized species  
of cannabis: Sativa, Indica   
and Ruderalis.

Every cannabis plant contains  
both THC (TetraHydroCannabinol) 
and CBD (CannaBiDiol)

THC is psychoactive and alters a 
user’s mental state creating a “high”

CBD is NOT psychoactive and is  
used for medical purposes to  
treat different ailments

Fundamentals



 • 3,000 years ago, cannabis was used in Ayurvedic medicine for the treatment  

  of epilepsy, bronchitis, anxiety and rabies

 • The Greeks and then the Romans mentioned treatment of labor pains,  

  tooth aches and ear aches with cannabis

  • In the Middle Ages, cannabis was a recognized treatment for gout, fevers,  

  asthma, dysentery, edema and infections

 • By the mid-1800s, cannabis was widely available and used in the U.S.  

  for cholera, convulsive disorders and addictions

 • Restrictions on cannabis in the U.S. began in 1906, but its use for any reason  

  was not outlawed until the Controlled Substances Act of 1970

A Brief History



 • In 1996, California became the first jurisdiction to legalize cannabis  

  for medical use

 • On June 25, 2018, the FDA approved the first CBD drug, Epidiolex, to treat  

  rare and severe forms of epilepsy in patients two years and older following    

  extensive clinical trials and close supervision

 • The DEA subsequently reclassified Epidiolex as a  

  Schedule V, allowing it to be sold for the approved uses.

A Brief History (cont’d)
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Schedule I
(no current acceptable 

medical use/high  

potential of abuse)

Examples:

• Heroin  

• LSD  

• Ecstasy 

Schedule III
(moderate/low potential 

for abuse)

Examples:

• Tylenol w/codeine  

• Ketamine

Schedule V
(proven medical use,  

low potential for abuse)

Examples:

• Robitussin AC  

• Lomotil

Schedule II
(high potential  

of abuse)

Examples:

• Vicodin  

• Cocaine  

• Dilaudid

Schedule IV
(low potential for 

abuse/dependence)

Examples: 

• Xanax 

• Soma

• Tramadol



Legal Situation

 • Cannabis for medical use has been legalized in 44 countries so far

 • 34 U.S. states and territories have legalized medical cannabis to date

 • Canada, Uruguay, 10 U.S. states and the District of Columbia have  

  legalized recreational cannabis.

 • On December 20, 2018, the Farm Bill removed all cannabis fiber-derived  

  products with less than .3% of THC from the Controlled Substances Act,  

  making it legal to manufacture, distribute and sell CBD anywhere in the U.S.    

  However, legal issues still remain for the time being as the FDA still maintains  

  that it is unlawful to sell CBD as a dietary supplement.

 • In the U.S. possession of cannabis with a concentration of .3% THC 

  or more is still illegal under federal law and is classified as a  

  Schedule I substance like heroin

 • Because federal law supersedes state law, anyone using or possessing  

  such cannabis can be arrested and prosecuted, even if they are in a state  

  where it is legal under that state’s law

 • The overall sentiment is that broad legalization of cannabis  

  is a matter of when rather than if



The patchwork of laws and regulations across the federal, state and local jurisdictions 

requires marketers to possess a deep understanding of varied and conflicting rules  

that can change at any time

What’s more, those cannabis marketers who try to abide by the rules face competitive 

pressure from black marketeers who fail to abide by those rules in their online  

and offline promotion of cannabis
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Marketing Restrictions

30
Medical

16
CBD

9
Recreational*

4
None

*Recreational states are also included in  
the 30 medical states figure



 • No promotion allowed in many venues, including arenas, malls, arcades  

  or at fairs and farmers markets

 • No advertising within specified distance of a school or area where  

  children congregate (including broadcast and print ads)

 • No use of toys, mascots, cartoons, inflatables or anything  

  that might appeal to children

 • No indoor advertising where minors are allowed

 • No promotion on public or private vehicles

 • Generally no billboard advertising

 • All ads must include verbiage that cannabis products  

  can only be purchased by those 21 or older 

 • Facebook, Instagram and other online platforms disallow  

  the promotion of cannabis-related products…and cannabis  

  ads are toxic to many other media platforms

 • In many cases, cannabis packaging has to be child-resistant,  

  tamper-evident, resealable (if more than a single dose)… 

  and it must not be similar to food packaging

Example Restrictions



A recent count of the brands listed on Leafly revealed a list of cannabis brands  

well north of 5,000…so consumers are likely to be overwhelmed by the sheer volume  

of available brands. Part of that will be resolved as the legalization allows the  

market to mature from its current cottage-industry state.

Moreover, there’s no single/primary way to look at the cannabis offerings:

 • Brand (5,000+)

 • Format (flowers, seeds, edibles, concentrates, vapes/vape pens, sprays,    

  tinctures, topicals)

 • Desired benefit (e.g., relaxation, pain, feel good, anxiety, etc)

 • Specific condition/issue (convulsions, nausea, multiple sclerosis, Alzheimer’s, etc)

Another challenge is the vast number of cannabis 
brands competing in the market



Cannabis Marketing Imperatives

Amidst legal 
restrictions, limited 
channels and  
low consumer 
product knowledge



Break Down Illicit Drug Taboo and “Stoner” Image

 • Promulgate high-quality, educational content across credible channels  

  and optimize that content to be found (historical uses, scientific findings,  

  medical trials and results, etc)

 • Use “cannabis” not “marijuana” or “weed”

 • In-store presentations and demonstrations are important not just for current  

  sales but as a business intelligence tool for future use (especially when  

  marketing restrictions fall)

 • In-store capture of prospect/customer data via technology (e.g., iPad apps)

 • Encourage/reward reviews and referrals

 • Engage with consumers and recognize every interaction as an opportunity  

  to educate and elevate the sector as a whole

 • Seek out local, regional or national news organizations as well as weekly  

  and national publications to provide educational content and current reality  

  of cannabis use/users to change old perceptions



Elevate the Branding & Marketing

 • Bring sophisticated branding experts in to improve the quality of brand 

  names, identities, packaging and messaging

 • Identify psycho-graphic, benefit-specific and/or use-case segments to  

  brand and market against

 • Apply more medical, scientific, athletic, mainstream-appropriate, luxury  

  elements to cannabis brands, depending on the segment

 • Identify trusted/trustworthy brand ambassadors to engage with consumers

 • Sponsor entertainment and sports events/activities (one of the biggest 

  contributors to breaking down the taboo of treating erectile dysfunction  

  was Viagra’s sponsorship of a Nascar team)

 • Don’t infringe on any existing trademarks and copyrights to avoid lawsuits 

  like Hershey’s against a Seattle dispensary that advertised “Reefer Cups”  

  that used trade dress remarkably similar to Reese’s Pieces



Get ahead of the curve

 • While TV ads are perceived as too risky by corporate networks at this time, 

  with a bit of care and finesse, you can successfully promote through  

  web-based video platforms like YouTube

 • Have a hyper-regional marketing focus but always be ready with your  

  branding and marketing to zoom out as soon as regulatory restrictions ease

 • Partner with big, established organizations like Leafly, be active on  

  social media, attend events with your promotional products utilizing your  

  website and store address

 • Become a recognized local/community expert on cannabis—the “go-to”  

  for queries from media and consumers



Thank You.

Need help with your cannabis branding and marketing?

About Six Degrees

Six Degrees is an accomplished branding and marketing agency supporting national  

and global brands in regulated industries like pharmaceuticals and medical devices as 

well as in the luxury, lifestyle and consumer goods sectors. What makes us different is  

our psycho-sensory approach, which applies learnings from psychology, neuroscience 

and sensory science to create brands and communications that inform consumers  

while appealing on both a conscious and subconscious level.

Contact Six Degrees and make your next step a big one.

info@six-degrees.com

+1 480 326 8722


