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Abstract—Cannabis consumption among Indian youth is
becoming increasingly visible due to social, psychological, and
digital influences. Although prohibited under the NDPS Act,
changing perceptions and the rise of online content have
contributed to higher experimentation rates. This study explores
cannabis-related behaviour among youth aged 16-25 using a
simulated dataset of 200 participants. The analysis focuses on
peer influence, stress, digital environments, and gaps in legal
awareness. Additional sections examine sociocultural influences
and challenges in studying youth drug trends. The findings
highlight the importance of addressing mental health,
strengthening legal awareness, and improving youth-focused
communication strategies.

Index Terms—Cannabis, Indian Youth, NDPS Act, Peer
Influence, Stress, Digital Platforms.

I. INTRODUCTION

Cannabis use among young people has gained significant
attention globally. Studies indicate an upward trend in
experimentation influenced by shifting cultural narratives,
increased online exposure, and evolving youth lifestyles. In
India, these influences are particularly strong in urban and semi-
urban areas where online engagement is high and youth culture
is rapidly transforming. Many young individuals encounter
cannabis references in films, music videos, stand-up comedy, and
social media memes. These portrayals often depict cannabis
casually, lowering perceived risk and increasing curiosity.

At the same time, India’s legal framework remains strict.
Cannabis possession and consumption are punishable under the
NDPS Act. However, many young people are unaware of the
legal implications or assume that enforcement is inconsistent.
Academic pressure, interpersonal stress, and mental health
challenges following the COVID-19 pandemic have made youth
more vulnerable to seeking substances as coping mechanisms.
Understanding the social and psychological drivers of cannabis
use has become essential to designing youth-centered prevention
strategies.

A. Background

The World Health Organization highlights cognitive and
psychological risks associated with early use, particularly
impairments in memory and attention [1]. The UNODC also
reports rising global cannabis consumption and the expansion of
illegal markets that target youth [2]. In India, digital access has
increased drastically, exposing young people to global cannabis
narratives. This creates an environment where cannabis becomes
normalized even without direct exposure.

B. Problem Statement

Despite strict legality, cannabis experimentation among youth
continues to rise in India. Peer encouragement, stress, and social
media exposure are significant influences. Legal awareness
remains low, and government campaigns often fail to reach
young audiences. An integrated understanding of these factors is
needed to address rising experimentation.

C. Need for the Study

Existing Indian studies tend to focus narrowly on either
prevalence or attitudes. A holistic approach is needed that
considers the psychological, social, cultural, and legal
dimensions together. Such an integrated perspective can support
more effective educational and policy interventions.

D. Objectives

The study aims to explore cannabis use patterns among youth
aged 16-25, examine the roles of peer influence, stress, and
digital exposure, assess legal and campaign awareness, and
provide insights for prevention policy.

II. LITERATURE REVIEW

Cannabis has been extensively studied due to its
developmental implications. The WHO notes that adolescent
cannabis use can impair learning, increase anxiety risk, and affect
motivation [1]. The UNODC highlights increasing potency and
wider availability of cannabis globally, particularly among youth
[2]. These findings indicate that cannabis is not merely a
recreational substance but a potential threat to cognitive
development.

In India, Ambekar et al. conducted a large national survey
showing cannabis as one of the most commonly used illicit
substances among youth [3]. Baba et al. found high
experimentation rates among college students in Kashmir, driven
by curiosity and stress [4]. Datta et al. observed similar behaviour
among medical students in Kolkata, emphasizing academic
pressure as a major factor [5]. These findings suggest that
cannabis use among Indian students is not isolated but
widespread across regions.

Hall and Degenhardt highlighted long-term cognitive risks,
including reduced attention and memory performance [6].
Volkow et al. linked regular cannabis use to changes in brain
connectivity that affect decision-making [7]. Silins et al. found
that frequent adolescent cannabis use resulted in lower academic
achievement and increased behavioural issues [8]. These studies
collectively emphasize the hazards associated with early
cannabis use.

JAAFR2512162 ‘

Journal of Advance and Future Research (www.jaafr.org)



http://www.jaafr.org/

© 2025 JAAFR | Volume 3, Issue 12 December 2025 | ISSN: 2984-889X | JAAFR.ORG

Social and emotional influences are also critical. Kwon et al.
noted that peer networks strongly shape substance use decisions
[10]. Singh and Verma found a positive connection between
emotional stress and substance experimentation among youth
[11]. Patel et al. highlighted stress coping as a major motivator
for experimenting with cannabis [12]. These findings suggest
that behavioural influences, especially among peer groups, play
a decisive role in cannabis initiation.

Digital exposure is an emerging factor. Rutherford et al.
showed that social media often portrays drug use casually or
humorously, making it appear socially acceptable [15]. Purba et
al. reported that repeated exposure to risky behaviour online is
strongly associated with increased willingness to experiment
among adolescents [16]. These insights are particularly relevant
in India’s context, where youth are among the world’s most
active social media users.

Legal awareness is insufficient. Kannan et al. observed that
many young individuals misunderstand NDPS penalties [13].
Sharma and Kumar found that youth underestimate the
seriousness of legal consequences [14]. Understanding this legal
knowledge gap is essential for designing effective awareness
campaigns.

III. SOCIOCULTURAL CONTEXT OF CANNABIS USE IN INDIA

Cannabis has deep historical roots in India, traditionally used
in religious and cultural contexts. However, contemporary youth
cannabis use is driven by very different motivations. Modern use
is recreational, socially influenced, and often shaped by exposure
to global media rather than cultural tradition. Urban
environments offer greater anonymity and access, making
experimentation more common among city youth. Rural areas
traditionally exhibit lower prevalence, but digital penetration is
bridging this gap.

Youth culture today places strong emphasis on individuality,
freedom, and self-expression. Exposure to memes, online humor,
and global cannabis-positive content creates an environment
where cannabis appears less risky than alcohol or tobacco. This
cultural shift contributes to normalization, especially among
young adults navigating academic pressure and identity
formation.

Family structures have also evolved, with many students living
away from home or experiencing reduced parental supervision.
Changing lifestyles, broader friend networks, and increased
exposure to nightlife further contribute to cannabis
experimentation.

IV. CHALLENGES IN STUDYING YOUTH DRUG USE IN INDIA

Studying youth drug use in India presents numerous
methodological and social challenges. Many young individuals
are hesitant to disclose substance use due to fear of stigma,
academic consequences, or legal penalties. This leads to
significant underreporting in surveys and interviews.
Additionally, the NDPS Act’s strict penalties create ethical
concerns when collecting self-reported data from minors or
university students.

Sampling is another challenge. Youth populations are highly
diverse, spanning college students, school students, working
youth, and unemployed groups. Capturing representative data
across these segments requires extensive resources and
institutional support. Moreover, educational institutions may be
reluctant to approve substance-related research due to
reputational concerns. These challenges justify the use of
simulated datasets for preliminary analysis.

V. METHODOLOGY
A. Study Design

A cross-sectional analytical approach was adopted using a
simulated dataset representing realistic behavioural trends based
on established literature. Simulation allows safe examination of
sensitive topics without ethical constraints.

B. Sample Characteristics

The dataset includes 200 youth aged 16-25 with variations in
gender, age group, and residential background. Urban
participants constituted the largest segment, reflecting
contemporary demographic patterns.

C. Variables

Key variables included lifetime cannabis use, frequency, peer
influence, stress level, digital exposure, NDPS awareness, and
anti-drug campaign awareness.

D. Analysis

Descriptive and interpretive analyses were conducted to
understand behavioural patterns and associations among
psychosocial and legal factors.

VI. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
A. Cannabis Use Patterns

Approximately 40-45% of simulated participants reported
having experimented with cannabis. Occasional use was most
common, reflecting a trend toward curiosity-driven
experimentation rather than habitual consumption. This aligns
with observations in prior Indian studies indicating rising but not
yet pervasive cannabis engagement among youth.

B. Peer Influence

Peer groups exerted a strong influence on cannabis initiation.
Youth frequently reported trying cannabis in social settings
where friends encouraged experimentation. This reflects
behavioural theories suggesting that perceived social approval is
a significant motivator for adolescents.

C. Stress and Psychological Factors

Stress emerged as a major determinant. Many youth facing
academic pressure or emotional fatigue may view cannabis as a
temporary coping mechanism. Studies across India have noted
similar associations between stress and substance use among
students.

D. Digital Exposure

Participants with higher exposure to cannabis-related online
content were significantly more likely to report experimentation.
Digital environments normalize cannabis use through humor,
trends, and influencer culture, shaping youth perceptions and
reducing perceived risk.

E. Legal and Campaign Awareness

Only a minority of youth demonstrated accurate understanding
of NDPS penalties. Misconceptions and limited campaign
visibility weaken prevention strategies. Few participants recalled
encountering any structured anti-drug messaging targeted toward
youth, highlighting a communication gap.

F. Integrated Interpretation

Psychosocial influences—peer dynamics, stress, and digital
exposure—were significantly stronger than legal factors in
shaping behaviour. These findings emphasize the need for multi-
dimensional prevention frameworks rather than strictly legal
approaches.
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VII. CONCLUSION

Cannabis use among Indian youth is shaped by a complex
interplay of social, psychological, and digital influences.
Although cannabis remains illegal under the NDPS Act, the
deterrent effect of legal consequences is weakened by limited
awareness and shifting cultural perceptions. This study
highlights that youth experimentation is strongly associated with
peer environments, academic and emotional stress, and the
normalization of cannabis in digital spaces.

The sociocultural context of modern India adds further layers
of complexity. Changing lifestyles, exposure to global media,
evolving youth identity, and increasing online engagement all
contribute to a climate in which cannabis appears accessible,
acceptable, and low-risk. At the same time, institutional and
cultural barriers make it difficult to study youth drug trends
accurately, indicating a need for innovative research methods and
more open discussions around substance use.

Overall, the findings emphasize the importance of broadbased
preventive strategies that move beyond punitive or awareness-
only approaches. Strengthening mental health services,
enhancing digital literacy, and promoting youth-friendly legal
education can provide more meaningful support. Future research
should incorporate real survey data, qualitative interviews, and
longitudinal methods to better understand how youth cannabis
behaviour evolves over time in India’s rapidly changing social
environment.
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