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Because of the growth of the legal cannabis industry in large 
parts of North America, cannabis edibles have become more 
common. As the name would suggest, cannabis edibles are 
food or drink products that contain cannabinoids – chemical 
compounds found in cannabis that have an alter brain 
function. There are two cannabinoids that are particularly 
relevant here: tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) and cannabidiol 
(CBD). THC is a psychoactive chemical found in cannabis, 
which means it makes people feel a ‘high’ when they consume 
the drug. CBD, on the other hand, has no psychoactive 
properties. Both can be used to help treat and relieve the 
symptoms of various conditions, including seizures, anxiety 
and depression. Across the legal market, particularly medicine 

and in the spa and wellbeing industry, CBD has become the 
more popular option as it helps its users feel calmer and more 
relaxed without causing a ‘high.’ 

The increase in legality for cannabis, as well as the feel-
good and medicinal properties of its compounds, has been 
instrumental in the boom in cannabis edibles. The exact 
strength of the cannabis dose in products can now be 
controlled more effectively, increasing interest in edible 
products from people who may have been previously 
unwilling to try them for fear of experiencing significant side-
effects. Now, major brands such as Coca-Cola and Corona are 
looking to get involved while the legal market is still growing. 

Exploring the Boom in Cannabis Edibles

FOOD & DRINK News FeatuRe 

While the conversation about cannabis edibles is becoming 
more prominent than ever before, edibles themselves are far 
from a new phenomenon; there is evidence to suggest that 
cannabis was first consumed as an edible product called bhang 
on the Indian subcontinent around 4,000 years ago. In more 
recent times, cannabis has had a turbulent history in America. 
In the 1800s, soldiers at war would often infuse their food 
with cannabis for medical reasons, which was endorsed by 
newspapers and catalogues. In 1906, the tide began to turn and 
cannabis came to be described as a ‘poison’ in some states. By 
1935, it was a regulated drug and by 1970, it was banned entirely 
in the United States – even for use by medical professionals. 

Alongside the emergence of the legalisation movement 
across the continent, the cannabis edibles market has grown 
significantly. Now, it is possible for consumers in certain 
parts of America and Canada to buy CBD-infused products 
including gummy sweets, chocolate, soft drinks and cocktails. 
Initially, mass-produced cannabis edibles were being 
produced by small companies. Tainted Inc. created the first 
branded cannabis edibles on the market before they were 
shut down by the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) in 
2007. Their professionally-produced and packaged products, 
which were only available to purchase from medical cannabis 
dispensaries, were an indication of what was to come. 

In 2010, a start-up called Bhang followed Tainted Inc’s lead. To 
this day, Bhang makes cannabis-infused products including 
their flagship dark chocolate bar, which contains THC and a 
small amount of CBD. The success of these kinds of products 
and the financial opportunities on offer in the cannabis 
edibles field has led to world-famous companies exploring 
the possibilities of CBD. That includes Mondelēz International, 
who own Cadbury, Oreo and Toblerone. In May 2019, 
Mondelēz’s CEO, Dirk Van de Put, told the business TV show 
Squawk on the Street: “we’re getting ready [to start producing 
CBD products], but we obviously want to stay within what is 
legal and play it the right way.” 

It’s not just Mondelēz who are looking into introducing 
products with a touch of cannabis; in August 2018, 
Constellation Brands, who own Corona and other alcoholic 
drinks brands, invested $4 billion in 104.5 million shares 
(a 38% stake) in Canopy Growth Corporation, a company 
that research and innovate cannabis-based products. 
Most significantly, in September 2018 BNN Bloomberg 
reported that Coca-Cola is looking into producing recovery-
based beverages infused with CBD which would help ease 
inflammation, pain and cramping. With global, reputable 
brands like Coca-Cola investing in the trend, the industry has 
gained a new stamp of credibility, which will only boost the 
image and economy of the cannabis edibles market further. 

Experts are predicting that products containing a low dose 
of cannabinoids will prove to be the most popular on the 
market, as they can address the specific needs of consumers. 
These needs include improving sleep quality, making people 
feel more energetic and helping people who have stressful 
jobs unwind. 

The rise of edibles inTo mainsTream markeTs

Since 2012, 11 American states have passed laws legalising recreational consumption of cannabis. It has also been legal in 
Washington D.C. since 2015 and, from January 2020, will be legal in Illinois. In October 2018, Canada became the first G7 and 
G20 nation to formally legalise cannabis and only the second in the world after Uruguay. The Canadian Prime Minister, Justin 
Trudeau, attributed this to increased safety measures, saying: “obviously the current approach – the current prohibition of 
marijuana – has not worked to protect our kids, to keep the money out of the pockets of organised crime and that’s why 
we’re bringing in a new legalised framework around marijuana.” Increasing legalisation has led to a growing economy for legal 
cannabis and its by-products; according to theharvestinvestor.com, the global market for legal cannabis products was worth 
$9.5 billion in 2017. The ArcView Group has estimated that by 2022, this figure could rocket to $32 billion.

WhaT are cannabis edibles?
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The ‘munchies’ experienced by recreational users of cannabis 
remain the most commonly-stereotyped link between food and 
cannabis. In recent years, this has started to change as a result 
of gourmet cannabis dishes – nowhere more so than California. 
Chris Sayegh, better known as The Herbal Chef (after the LA-
based catering business he runs) is the living embodiment of 
the evolution of cannabis cooking into a force to be reckoned 
with. His training at Michelin-starred restaurants and passion 
for cannabis means his pop-up dinners and event catering 
presents a unique dining experience. Sayegh told Forbes:  “We 
don’t want to overwhelm people, we don’t want to get them too 
high to enjoy the experience,” saying his ultimate aim is to keep 
customers in the “euphoric zone.” 

One Seattle-based chef, Ricky Flickenger, runs a business called 
Mortar n’ Pestle. His travelling chef services, cannabis cooking 
classes and YouTube channel aim to teach people to cook 
their own ‘high’-quality cannabis dishes. When discussing his 
reasons for founding Mortar n’ Pestle, Flickenger described most 
ready-made cannabis edibles as “awful,” saying they are “just a 
vehicle to get THC into you” with little emphasis on flavour or 
measuring cannabis concentration. The evolution of restaurant-
quality cannabis edibles in states where the substance has been 
legalised marks a shift in how it is now being administered, 
while having the option to cook cannabis at home helps people 
measure exactly how much they want to take – previously a 
source of criticism of pre-packaged edibles. 

The risks and challenges 

However, ever-changing state laws surrounding recreational 
cannabis can lead to uncertainty for those who offer gourmet 
edibles. In California, bars and restaurants that offered CBD-
infused cocktails took a hit when the state’s Department of 
Health took an anti-cannabis stance in 2018. In September, 
an assembly bill was passed outlawing the sale of alcoholic 
beverages mixed with cannabis from 1 January 2019.  
The unclear stance of President Donald Trump’s administration 
on recreational cannabis also casts further doubts over 
the gourmet cannabis edibles industry. Trump initially 
campaigned for states to be able to make their own decisions 
about their cannabis laws autonomously but reversed his 
policy on this after being elected, instead promoting the 
federal government having more regulation powers over 
states, which could make federal interference with states’ 
individual cannabis laws more likely. 

That being said, it’s not just in America that gourmet cannabis 
edibles are gaining traction; in December 2018, the UK’s first 
cannabis extract restaurant opened in Brighton on England’s 
south coast. The Canna Kitchen uses hemp grown in Spain and 
Switzerland in its dishes. There are trace amounts of psychoactive 
THC present, but this is kept within legal limits. In a statement 
on the restaurant’s website, its founder Sam Evolution said: “Our 
mission is to change the way people think about the cannabis 
plant by creating beautiful vegetarian dishes which are tastefully 
complemented with its infusion.” 

Although work still needs to be done before we can really understand the full ramifications of cannabis edibles, it looks like this new 
trend is here to stay. Legalisation has made it possible for big brands to manufacture carefully-dosed cannabis products on a much 
larger scale than ever before, while a series of other factors (including a decrease in smoking rates in America) will potentially lead 
to edibles and oils outselling dried cannabis. This has been mirrored by the increasing use of cannabis in other sectors, including in 
medicine and spa treatments, which has helped capture the attention of major multinational corporations, and their involvement 
in the industry would only cause it to skyrocket. For some, the combination of high profit margins for businesses and the beneficial 
health properties for sufferers of conditions such as epilepsy makes cannabis edibles seem like a solid investment. For others, the risk 
factor is simply too ‘high’.    

The fuTure  


