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FAQs on medical cannabis preparations

Dear Reader,

You are interested in the use of medical cannabis.  
In the following information leaflet, the SGCM-SSCM 
has compiled important  questions and answers for 
you about the use of medicinal cannabis.

www.sgcm-sscm.ch

Patient information

https://www.karger.com/Journal/Home/275986
http://www.sgcm-sscm.ch/en
mailto:info%40sgcm-sscm.ch?subject=
http://www.sgcm-sscm.ch/en
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WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE 
AREAS IN WHICH MEDICAL  
CANNABIS CAN BE USED?

THC
→  Spasticity or muscle cramps; e. g. in multiple sclerosis, 

amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, paraplegia, cerebral palsy, 
Parkinson’s disease, Alzheimer’s disease, etc. 

→  Chronic pain; e. g. neuropathic pain, tumour pain,   
pain associated with polyarthritis, fibromyalgia,  
migraine, headache, etc.

→  Nausea, vomiting, loss of appetite, and emaciation  
(e. g. in cancer patients)

→  Neurological diseases; e. g. Tourette syndrome,  
restless legs syndrome, dyskinesias, etc.

→  Glaucoma 
→  Sleep disorders

CBD
→  Early-onset forms of epilepsy resistant to therapy  

(Dravet syndrome, Lennox-Gastaut syndrome)
→  Anxiety disorders and panic attacks
→  Chronic inflammation and pain
→  Tension/strain
→  Depressive moods
→  To alleviate drug withdrawal symptoms

Cannabis is the botanical Latin  generic  
name for hemp. People have been using 
cannabis for thousands of years. Its 
fibres can be used to make rope and 
its seeds to make oil. The dried flowers 
and the leaves close to the flowers can 
be used to obtain hashish (resin) and 
marijuana (dried flowers). The most im-
portant constituents of cannabis – along 
with many other chemical compounds – 
are the “cannabinoids”, of which over 110 
have been chemically identified to date. 
Cannabinoids have the ability to influ-

ence the endocannabinoid system – a 
communication system in our brain and 
body. They act on specific receptors 
in this system, thus affecting, among 
other things, the immune system, mood, 
 memory, sleep, and appetite.

The two main cannabinoids that have 
been scientifically studied for medical 
application, and that are used in practice 
are delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) 
and cannabidiol (CBD).

→  Tetrahydrocannabinol (THC = dronabinol) relieves pain, relaxes muscles, 
and is effective against nausea and vomiting. THC can also stimulate 
 appetite, lower intraocular pressure, and improve sleep. In large doses,  
the substance has an intoxicating effect, causing a “high” sensation.  
In oral, therapeutic doses, however, psychoactive effects are rare.

→  Cannabidiol (CBD) has antiepileptic, anxiety-reducing, anti-inflammatory, 
and relaxing effects, to name a few. Even in high doses, the substance does 
not produce a “high” feeling. On the contrary, when used in combination 
with THC, CBD can reduce its psychoactive effects.

WHAT IS CANNABIS  
AND WHAT ARE ITS EFFECTS?
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WHICH CANNABIS  
PREPARATIONS ARE AVAILABLE 
IN SWITZERLAND?

Various medical cannabis preparations 
are available in Switzerland, including 
oily solutions (or capsules) with pure 
THC (dronabinol) or CBD, as well as 
natural cannabis extracts in the form of 
tinctures and oils. These preparations 
are primarily intended for oral ingestion 
or local application in the oral cavity 
(Sativex® mouth spray).

Among the cannabis preparations 
currently available, two are registered 
by Swissmedic: Sativex®, authorised to 
treat spasticity in patients with multiple 
sclerosis; and Epidyolex®, authorised 
as an add-on treatment for seizures 
in children of 2 years in age and older, 
who suffer from Dravet syndrome and 
 Lennox-Gastaut syndrome (therapy- 
resistant epilepsies). 

Furthermore, numerous extemporaneous 
preparations are available, produced by 
specialised pharmacies in Switzerland.  
These formulations vary in their com-
position (different ratios of THC to CBD 
concentrations) and their carrier mate-
rial. A comprehensive list of all currently 
available preparations is available on 
the SGCM-SSCM website under Therapy 
Recommendations.

The preparation best suited to an indi-
vidual patient must be discussed with a 
health professional.

Please note that the aforementioned list 
only includes preparations authorised 
by Swissmedic and magistral prepara-
tions manufactured in compliance with 
GMP standards by a certified pharmacy. 
 Freely available cannabis preparations 
are not classified as medicines and 
 cannot be prescribed. These products 
are not subject to any quality assurance 
or minimum content requirements, 
which does not allow for medical use  
at this time.

In order to obtain THC containing 
 cannabis preparations, each patient 
needs a narcotics prescription.  
As of 1 August 2022, an FOPH  
(federal office of public health)  
authorisation is no longer required. 
When prescribing these preparations, 
physicians are, however, required to  
submit details of the treatment to the 
FOPH via an online reporting system  
(www.gate.bag.admin.ch/mecanna)

For pure CBD preparations (THC-free), a 
normal medical prescription is sufficient.

WHAT EFFECTIVENESS  
CAN BE EXPECTED 
AFTER TAKING CANNABIS  
PREPARATIONS?

The effectiveness of cannabis prepara-
tions differs greatly from one individual 
to another and is dose dependent. The 
non-response rate for cannabis prepa-
rations containing THC is approximately 
30 %, meaning that about one third 

of all patients experience no effect at 
all or may experience nothing except 
undesirable side-effects. A therapy with 
a  medical cannabis preparation thus 
always needs to be individual therapy 
attempt.

http://www.gate.bag.admin.ch/mecanna/e
http://www.gate.bag.admin.ch/mecanna/e
http://www.gate.bag.admin.ch/mecanna/e
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Medicinal cannabis preparations can 
usually be used in addition to existing 
medication. In some cases, however, 
dose adjustments may be necessary 
due to enhancing or weakening  effects 
of the cannabis preparations or the 
existing drugs. It is  important that dose 
adjustments are solely made in consul-

tation with the treating physician. For 
safety reasons, patients should never 
adjust the dose  themselves.

Simultaneous use of CBD and the blood- 
thinning drugs Marcoumar® (phenpro-
coumon) and Sintrom® (acenocoumarol) 
is noted as dangerous. 

WHAT INTERACTIONS  
WITH OTHER MEDICATIONS  
ARE POSSIBLE?

ARE THERE CONTRAINDICATIONS 
FOR THC AND CBD?

Absolute contraindications for medical cannabis prepara-
tions are an allergy or hypersensitivity to cannabis, THC, 
CBD, or manufacturing-related accompanying substances. 
The use of medical cannabis is not recommended during 
pregnancy and breastfeeding.

For THC, a strict indication is moreover appropriate  
for serious psychiatric illnesses, serious cardiovascular   
diseases, pre-existing addictive disorders, and for 
 children and adolescents.

HOW ARE CANNABIS  
PREPARATIONS DOSED?

The optimal therapeutic dosage of THC 
must be determined individually. Typical 
daily oral doses of THC vary depending 
on response and tolerability and are gen-
erally between 2.5 mg and 30 mg THC 
(max. 50 mg THC/day, rarely higher), 
mostly divided into several doses. The 
maximum single oral dose is considered 
to be 10 mg THC (rarely higher).

The task of determining the dose can 
take two weeks or longer. It is important 
to start with a low oral dose, e. g. 2.5 mg 
THC or lower (e. g. for older and/or 
patients taking many other drugs), 2 or 
3 times a day. The very first dose should 
preferably be taken in the evening. The 
dosage can then be gradually increased 
depending on tolerability until the 
desired effect is achieved. The motto is 
“Start low, go slow, stay low.”

The effect of oral THC occurs after 30 to 
90 minutes and lasts for 4 to 6 hours.  
In order to obtain a sufficient effect over 
the course of the day, several doses 
must therefore often be taken. However, 
depending on the symptoms, sporadic 
single doses may also be sufficient.

The dosage range for CBD is enor-
mously large; oral doses of up to over 
1000 mg CBD/day have been used in 
studies. In children with drug-resistant 
forms of epilepsy (e. g. Dravet syndrome, 
Lennox-Gastaut syndrome), oral doses 
between 2 and 5 mg, and sometimes up 
to 50 mg CBD/kg body weight/day have 
been administered in studies, divided 
into several doses.

For most other indications, evidence- 
based dosing recommendations are 
lacking. In practice, oral CBD doses of 
between 2.5 mg and 100 mg CBD/day  
are often prescribed (partly divided into 
 several doses). 
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DO HEALTH INSURANCES  
COVER THE COSTS OF  
CANNABIS PREPARATIONS?

The health insurance companies in Switzerland (both basic and 
supplementary insurance) are not obliged to cover the costs   
of a cannabis therapy. The treating physician can, however, 
apply to the health insurer for a cost approval. In some cases, 
the health insurers will require a patient-financed trial therapy 
to start with, will cover the costs for a specific period of time, 
or will make a lump sum contribution. If the health insurer has 
not agreed to cover the costs, patients must pay the costs of 
the therapy themselves.

The use of THC and/or CBD can affect an individual’s   
ability and fitness to drive. Before driving, it is thus  
essential for patients to discuss this subject with their  
treating physician.

WHAT ABOUT DRIVING  
WHEN TAKING CANNABIS  
PREPARATIONS?

WHAT SIDE EFFECTS  
CAN OCCUR WITH  
CANNABIS PREPARATIONS?

Although medical cannabis preparations 
are generally well tolerated, side effects 
may occur. A distinction must be made 
between the side effects of THC and 
those of CBD.

Possible side effects of THC include:

→  Tiredness, drowsiness, dizziness

→  Dry mouth, red eyes

→  Palpitations of the heart,  
low blood pressure

→  Nausea, diarrhoea 

→  Headache

→  Increased appetite

→  Enhanced sensations,  
hallucinations, etc.

Possible side effects of CBD include:

→  Tiredness, drowsiness, sedation

→  Reduced appetite

→  (Reversible) elevated liver enzymes

Side effects are individual, occur 
 primarily at the start of treatment, and 
are generally temporary. To prevent 
side effects, a slow titration of the dose 
is  important, particularly for THC. If 
adverse effects do occur, it is essential 
that they be discussed with the  treating 
physician. It must be determined 
 individually whether the dose should be 
maintained, reduced or if the therapy 
should be discontinued.

Toxicity: Compared with certain other 
drugs, medicinal cannabis preparations   
have a low toxicity. Lethal doses in 
 humans are not known so far.

Addiction development: With correct 
medical use, the risk of developing 
 addiction is extremely low.
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WHAT IS THE PROCEDURE 
FOR OBTAINING  
A MEDICAL CANNABIS  
PREPARATION?

Medical cannabis preparations are only available upon prescription.   
The desire for a cannabis therapy should therefore be discussed with 
the medical doctor (general practitioner, specialist). For each patient,  
it is important to strictly follow the physician’s instructions and to   
make dose adjustments only after medical consultation. Moreover, 
patients should refrain from stopping or starting to take other drugs 
without the physician’s consent.

For preparations containing only CBD (THC-free), a normal medical 
prescription is sufficient.

It should be noted that freely available cannabis preparations are not 
classified as medicines and cannot be prescribed. These products  
are not subject to any quality assurance or minimum content require-
ments, which does not allow for medical use at this time.

WHERE CAN MORE 
 INFORMATION ABOUT MEDICAL 
CANNABIS BE FOUND?

A brief overview of recommended websites and books 
containing further information on medical cannabis  
is given below.

Links
→  www.sgcm-sscm.ch 

Swiss Society of Cannabis in Medicine, SGCM-SSCM
→  www.cannabis-med.org 

International Association for Cannabinoid Medicines, IACM
→  www.praxis-suchtmedizin.ch (in French/German/Italian) 

Forum Suchtmedizin Schweiz (see subchapter 
“Cannabinoide in der Medizin” under “Cannabis”)

→  www.medcan.ch (in German) 
Medical Cannabis Verein Schweiz, Medcan  
(patient organisation)

Books
→  Fankhauser M. und Eigenmann D. E.: Cannabis in der 

Medizin – Geschichte, Praxis, Perspektiven. Nachtschatten 
Verlag, 2020 

→  Cremer-Schaeffer P.: Cannabis – Was man weiss und was 
man wissen sollte. Hirzel S. Verlag, 2017

→  Grotenhermen F.: Hanf als Medizin – Ein praxisorientierter 
Ratgeber. Nachtschatten Verlag, 2017

→  Grotenhermen F.: Cannabis gegen Krebs. Nachtschatten 
Verlag, 2017

→  Zimmer L., Morgan J.P., Bröckers M.: Cannabis Mythen – 
Cannabis Fakten. Nachtschatten Verlag, 2004

→  Müller-Vahl K. und Grotenhermen F. (Hrsg.): Cannabis 
und Cannabinoide in der Medizin. Medizinisch 
Wissenschaftliche Verlagsgesellschaft, 2020

→  Hoch E., Friemel C.M., Schneider M.: Cannabis, Potential und 
Risiko, eine wiss. Bestandesaufnahme. Springer Verlag, 2018

IS IT POSSIBLE TO TRAVEL 
ABROAD WITH MEDICAL 
CANNABIS PREPARATIONS?

Each country has its own legal provisions governing narcotics. 
It is therefore important to contact the embassy or consulate 
of the destination country before taking medicinal cannabis 
abroad.

For journeys within the Schengen area, it is possible to   
obtain an official certificate from the physician to carry  
the  Swissmedic-authorised product Sativex® (narcotic).

http://www.sgcm-sscm.ch/en

