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This paper will describe some of the basis of evidence for the 
use of cannabis-based medicinal products (CBMPs) in palliative 
care, with a further focus on cancer care applications. 

Purpose

Palliative treatment1 is designed to relieve symptoms, and 
improve quality of life for patients. It can be used at any stage  
of an illness if there are troubling symptoms, such as pain  
or sickness. 

Research into the therapeutic applications of CBMPs has 
revealed a number of feasible applications in palliative and 
cancer care, primarily focussing on management of symptoms. 
Early-stage research does also indicate some possible curative 
potential in oncology, although this is currently limited to in  
vitro and in vivo animal studies. 

Background

A recent study2 indicates a series of key areas of focus for 
palliative care specialists.

– A Comprehensive Pain Assessment Includes Asking 
 About Cannabis Use

– Medical Cannabis May Be Useful for the Treatment 
 of Neuropathic Pain3 

– Medical Cannabis Can Be Used to Treat CINV4 

– Differences in Bioavailability Among Routes of 
 Administration for Medical Cannabis Have Been 
 Inadequately Studied for Medical Uses5

– The Evidence for the Use of Cannabis in Psychiatric 
 Illness Is Limited and Varied 6

– Although Useful for the Treatment of Anorexia Associated 
 with AIDS, There Is Little Evidence for the Use of Medical 
 Cannabis in Cancer-Associated Cachexia and Anorexia7

– Smoking Medical Cannabis Is Not Associated with 
 Lung Cancer or Chronic Lung Disease, But Does Cause 
 Side Effects8

– Pediatric Epilepsy Is a New and Growing Indication 
 for Medical Cannabis9

– Cannabis Use Is Associated with an Increased Risk of 
 Motor Vehicle Collision, and This Link Can Likely Be 
 Extrapolated to Medical Cannabis10

A survey published in 201711 of adult cancer patients at a major 
cancer center in Seattle, WA found high rates of active cannabis 
use (24% in the last year) and also showed that cancer patients 
desire but are not receiving information about cannabis from 
oncology healthcare providers. 

A recent Israeli study12 on cannabis use in over 3,000 cancer 
patients showed a significant improvement in the control of 
common symptoms, including sleep problems (70.8%), fatigue 
(55.9%), anxiety and depression (74.1%), and nausea and 
vomiting (54.7%). Only 18.7% of patients reported good quality 
of life prior to treatment initiation, while 69.5% reported good 
quality of life at 6 months. 

Nausea & Vomiting - Cannabinoids have been shown to 
alleviate CINV13 and several cannabinoid-based medicines 
(dronabinol and nabilone) are FDA approved for this purpose.

Appetite Stimulation - Other potential palliative effects of 
cannabinoids in oncology include appetite stimulation14 and 
attenuation of wasting. Dronabinol has been FDA-approved for 
this use. 

Chronic Comorbid Pain - Cannabinoids also inhibit pain, and 
Sativex has been approved in Canada for the treatment of 
cancer-associated pain15.

Sleep - Preliminary research suggests that CBD may have 
therapeutic potential16 for the treatment of insomnia. THC may 
decrease sleep latency but could impair sleep quality long-term. 

Anxiety - Treatment of anxiety or other anxiety disorders17 
made worse by undergoing cancer treatments is another viable 
area of symptom management. Trauma-related nightmares and 
symptoms of PTSD experienced by many cancer survivors are 
quite common.

Analysis

Considering these recent findings, examination of the role 
of medical cannabis in symptom control, and whether these 
compounds should be offered earlier in the course of a 
comprehensive palliative care strategy, is warranted.  
This particularly applies to patients who have had prior  
positive experience regarding the alleviation of symptoms  
other than pain.
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