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Introduction and Background of the Research
[bookmark: _Toc237462501]Definition of the Issue
Cannabis represents the primary drug of concern, driving UK youth addiction treatment, making up most cases among young adults. (Bhangu et al., 2025). Cannabis’s frequent usage among young adults is linked with depression and anxiety, raising long-term mental health struggles based on personal vulnerability and usage frequency. Regular cannabis use can damage how the brain manages stress and sadness, which can lead to anxiety and depression (Borrego-Ruiz and Borrego, 2025). Maviel et al (2025) reported evidence of an association between Cannabis use and depressive symptoms, implying that problematic cannabis use may be relevant to the mental health of adolescents and young adults. Additionally, using substances like cannabis in young adults aged 16-24 years can harm brain growth and increase the risk for cognitive disorders like depression and anxiety later on in life.   
[bookmark: _Toc237462502]Explanation of the scale
Cannabis misuse is a significant public health concern among young adults in the UK. Approximately 899,000 young adults aged 16-24 used illegal drugs in 2025 in the UK (ONS, 2025). Young adults’ cannabis dependence increases the risks of severe anxiety, depression and suicidal thoughts (Ahuja et al., 2022). Around 11.4% of young adult men used cannabis; more than 6.1% of cannabis users are women in the UK (NHS, 2025). This reflects that both men and women consume cannabis in large amounts, leading to a greater risk of mental health issues like depression and anxiety. 
[image: ]
Figure 1: Drug usage
(Source: ONS, 2025)
Using illegal drugs like Cannabis can lead to premature mortality. In 2023, there were more than 3,618 deaths because of drug consumption in the UK. Between 2014 and 2024, young adults aged 16-24 with illicit drug dependence rose from 3.8% to 6.7%, fuelled by cannabis use (NHS, 2025). Cannabis accounted for 87% of young adult and child treatment cases, remaining a top UK concern (Gov UK, 2024). Data shows UK healthcare’s failure to prevent young adults’ drug use leads to increased medical visits. Consequently, cannabis usage among young adults lowers school success, increases school dropouts, creating career hurdles later on (Chan et al., 2024). Youth drug use and cannabis treatment remain critical concerns for UK healthcare policy.
[bookmark: _Toc237462503]Explanation of the consequence
The usage of cannabis can adversely affect the physical and mental health of young adults in the UK (Spinazzola et al., 2025). The frequent use of cannabis can weaken memory, concentration and respiratory health in young adults. It is also related to increased risks of anxiety, depression and psychotic symptoms (Vaziri-Harami, Vaziri-Harami and Tarom, 2022). These effects can reduce educational performance, employment opportunities, social relationships, and affect the overall quality of life of young adults.
[bookmark: _Toc237462504]Narrowing the focus
As cannabis misuse has become a public health concern among the young adults aged between 16 to 24 years in the UK, conducting a systematic literature review is crucial to mitigate cannabis dependencies.  
[bookmark: _Toc237462505]Research Problem, Rationale and Evidence Gap
[bookmark: _Toc237462506]Research Problem
Cannabis is an Illegal drug; its usage in the UK is the highest compared to other drugs. The research problem revolves around the growing concern that cannabis misuse among young adults 16-24 in the UK might be linked with depression and anxiety. Young adults are often addicted to and obsessed with cannabis, which leads to mental health issues like anxiety and depression. About 86% of young adults in 2025-2025 hospitalized for drug misuse treatment in the UK (Spiga and Halicka, 2025). Healthcare centres in the UK have failed to curb the dependence on cannabis among young adults. Therefore, further research is essential to understand this association and inform effective prevention and health interventions.  
[bookmark: _Toc237462507]Rationale
This research is significant because cannabis is the most commonly used narcotic in the UK among young adults aged 16-24 (Bataineh et al, 2023). Regular usage of cannabis by young adults results in cannabis addiction, higher risks of mental health issues and lower educational achievement.  This trend of cannabis consumption is concerning since it poses risks such as harming physical well-being, weakening lung health, impairing cognitive development and learning capabilities and raising chances of anxiety and depression among young adults. The heavy use of cannabis during adolescence is related to poor academic performance and insufficient learning outcomes (WHO, 2026). This study aims to examine how cannabis consumption is closely linked to anxiety and depression and to examine its impact on young adults.
[bookmark: _Toc237462508]Evidence Gap
The article by Hotham et al (2023) presents cross-sectional evidence that cannot prove whether cannabinoids cause depression or anxiety among adolescents. This longitudinal evidence has established a causal link between cannabis misuse and depression or anxiety, but it is limited to UK adults aged 16 to 24 years. Consequently, it did not adhere to the Misuse of illicit drugs and medicines: for minimising the negative impact of drug use (Gov UK, 2022). Research article by Morales-Muñoz et al., (2023) links childhood anxiety and depression to cannabis misuse, but it hardly investigates cannabis specific misuse among 16 to 24 year adolescents and young adults, therefore, for the conflicting evidence of the mentioned research articles. This SLR will investigate further research articles to justify cannabis misuse among young adults aged 16-24 years in the UK. 
[bookmark: _Toc237462509]Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc237462510]Cannabis overuse leading to anxiety and depression
Cannabis overuse among young adults may increase exposure to anxiety and depression, affecting mental health, social functioning and the standard of living (Steeger et al., 2025). In support of that, Weidberg et al (2023) revealed in their article that emotional dysregulation and stress of transitioning to University are crucial factors driving cannabis use among young adults, particularly women. Also, Nassif, Rahioui and Varescon (2023) analysed in their research article about the psychological interventions for cannabis usage among young adults. They also examined that the consistent usage of cannabis can contribute to cognitive, social and psychological difficulties. The journal article by Davis et al. (2023) discovered that depression is a mental health condition which is associated with cannabis use among adverse childhood experiences among young adults. The study summarised that as young adults directly trigger their dependencies on cannabis, they become more vulnerable to depression; this may vary by individual vulnerabilities. Lawn et al (2022) explained that during adolescence, the brain’s physical structure, thinking skills and emotional control tend to develop. Cannabis is very popular among adolescents, which can cause greater harm to their brains than to adults. Hence, overall, the literature suggests that young people may be particularly vulnerable to the psychological and developmental consequences associated with cannabis misuse.
[bookmark: _Toc237462511]Temporal relationship between cannabis misuse and anxiety
Frequent cannabis consumption correlates with an increased incidence of anxiety-related conditions. Several studies reveal a clear link between anxiety and using tobacco and cannabis (Beletsky et al., 2024). However, the exact direction of this link remains unclear because nicotine and cannabis affect the developing brains of young people in complex ways. Bataineh et al (2024) revealed in their longitudinal study that anxiety may precede cannabis initiation, rather than cannabis directly triggering anxiety among young people aged 16 to 24 years. This study did not prove that anxiety makes people start using cannabis. Lowe, Sorkhou, and George (2024) showed how, over time, cannabis usage can lead to anxiety, while Bataineh et al (2024) found that anxiety can already be present even before a person starts to take drugs. Overall, the literature suggests a complex bidirectional relationship between cannabis misuse and anxiety, as existing anxiety may increase the likelihood of cannabis initiation, while prolonged cannabis use may also contribute to the development of anxiety symptoms over time. 
[bookmark: _Toc237462512]Research gap
While reviewing different literatures, it is identified that articles published by Nassif, Rahioui and Varescon, (2023) have a potential gap. It is seen that the this paper identified link between long term psychological outcomes with cannabis misuse among 16-24-year-olds, however, failed to address UK specific treatment contexts whereas Weidberg et al (2023) did not analyse how emotional dysregulation affects the relationship between cannabis use, stress, and adolescent mental health. Moreover, the research article was not specific to the UK or any other country regarding cannabis. Lawn et al (2022) study provides crucial evidence about the usage of cannabis, depression and anxiety and psychotic- like symptoms in adolescents; but this study did not provide enough evidence regarding cannabis use among young adults aged 16 to 25. Davis et al (2023) in their paper has stressed on adverse childhood experiences with cannabis, however, this paper did not establish a link between cannabis usage and depression. These research gaps will be addressed through SLR. 
[bookmark: _Toc237462513]Research Aim, Objectives and Question
[bookmark: _Toc237462514]Research Aim
To critically evaluate the existing evidence on the association between cannabis misuse and depression and anxiety among adolescents and young adults aged 16 to 24 years in the UK through a systematic literature review.
[bookmark: _Toc237462515]Research Objectives
· To analyse the link between cannabis misuse and depression among adolescents and young adults aged 16 to 24 years in the United Kingdom. 
· To investigate the association between cannabis misuse, and anxiety among adolescents and young adults aged 16-24 years in the United Kingdom.
· To critically evaluate the available evidence and identify the gaps in the UK research regarding cannabis misuse and depression and anxiety among young adults in the age group of 16-24 years in the UK.
· To recognise the factors that may influence or modify the relationship between cannabis misuse and depression and anxiety in this population.
[bookmark: _Toc237462516] Research Question
· What is the link between cannabis misuse and depression and anxiety among adolescents and young adults aged 16-24 in the UK?
[bookmark: _Toc237462517]Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc237462518]Research Design
A systematic literature review will be adopted to identify, evaluate and synthesise existing evidence on the link between cannabis misuse and depression and anxiety among young adults within the age group of 16-24 years in the UK (Batool, Zowghi and Bano, 2025). Furthermore, the SLR will follow a structured, clear and reproducible methodology to ensure reliability and validity of the findings. Appropriate peer-reviewed articles and other eligible academic evidence will be identified through systematic database searches for cannabis misuse among 16-24 young adults associated with depression and anxiety in the UK. Additionally, the retrieved studies will be screened against specific inclusion and exclusion criteria, and those will be critically appraised for quality. Therefore, relevant data will then be extracted, compared and incorporated to determine patterns and associations between cannabis misuse, anxiety and depression.
[bookmark: _Toc237462519]Search Strategy and Systematic Review
A structured database search will incorporate PEO using Boolean operators, which will include (adolescent OR young adults OR youth OR aged 16- 24) AND (cannabis misuse OR dependence OR cannabis use disorder) AND (depression OR anxiety OR mental health) AND (UK OR Britain).
[bookmark: _Toc237462520]Review Framework
The Population Exposure and Outcome framework will be integrated to ensure an effective search strategy based on the research aim and questions (Vickery et al., 2020). Population (P) is adolescents and young adults within the age group of 16 to 24 years, residents of the UK. Exposure (E) is cannabis misuse, which includes frequent, harmful, prolonged and dependent cannabis usage. Outcome (O) is anxiety and depression, including anxiety and diagnosed depressive disorders that result in poor educational outcomes among adolescents. Furthermore, the framework will lead the literature search, study selection and evidence synthesis to determine whether cannabis misuse is linked with anxiety and depression among the UK’s young adults.
[bookmark: _Toc237462521]Data collection
This study will be using secondary data to complete the analysis on cannabis misuse among young adults aged 16-24 years in the UK. Secondary data collection is the procedure of collecting and assessing existing data from published academic and research articles, government statistics, books, databases, surveys and other credible sources rather than gathering raw data from primary sources (Baldwin et al., 2022). Secondary data will be necessary for providing existing peer-reviewed literature concerning the misuse of cannabis, anxiety and depression among UK adolescents and the age bracket of 16-to 24- year old young adults. Secondary data will facilitate systematic outcome comparisons, pattern recognition, association evaluations and evidence-based conclusions without relying on primary data.  
[bookmark: _Toc237462522]Study Selection Process and Sampling 
For conducting the study, proper keywords will be used following the PRISMA framework. At first, duplicate records will be removed followed by title and abstract screening. After that, remaining articles will be reviewed based on full text assessment against predetermined inclusion and exclusion criteria. Approximately, 20-30 articles will be selected for the study.
[bookmark: _Toc237462523]Key words
The keywords that will be extensively used for this study are cannabis, misuse, cannabis use, cannabis dependence, depressive symptoms, adolescents, young adults, UK, mental health conditions and mental health issues.
[bookmark: _Toc237462524]Databases to be used 
The following databases that will be incorporated in this study are PubMed and Medline and Scopus. The articles from Google Scholar have been referred to for gathering data for this study. Furthermore, the statistics about cannabis dependence among younger adults aged 16-24 have been gathered from NHS UK and Gov UK.





	Selection Criteria
	Inclusion  criteria 
	Exclusion criteria 
	Justification

	Publication Type
	Peer received articles 
	Non-peer reviewed articles, Blogs, Thesis and Dissertation.
	Peer reviewed articles add authenticity and high standards to the research. 

	Publication Date
	Research papers from 2026-2026
	Articles that are published before 2026
	Recent articles indicate recent trends that are relevant for present studies.

	Language 
	English
	Apart from English, other languages are excluded. 
	The English language gives researchers a well-rounded perspective.

	Credibility
	Verified articles
	Non-verified articles
	All articles are credibly sourced



Table: 1 Study Selection Process
(Source: Self-developed)
[bookmark: _Toc237462525]Data Extraction and Synthesis
The study will be extracting data with the help of a standardised table and integrating those findings through a narrative approach. The main data extraction fields will include study details, sample traits, exposure methods, and outcomes. Additionally, the psychological findings will be grouped by condition. A narrative synthesis will be incorporated to study the heterogeneity, as data polling would be inappropriate for this research article. 
[bookmark: _Toc237462526]Critical appraisal tool
The research proposal will evaluate the methodological quality of the selected studies by using the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) (Harris et al., 2024). This appraisal will review the research quality by looking at study design, participant recruitment, how cannabis and mental health were measured, potential bias, statistical methods, confounding variables and to determine its result precision and validity. Several studies will be evaluated to see if their outcomes are reliable or not, and whether they work for young adults and adolescents in the UK aged 16 to 24.
[bookmark: _Toc237462527]Data Analysing Technique 
The study will be employing a narrative and thematic synthesis to group findings by depression, anxiety and influencing actors. By comparing cannabis usage, young adults’ traits, and mental health metrics across studies, the study will look for similarities. The analysis will treat results as associations rather than proof of causation, while noting study limits and confounding factors.
[bookmark: _Toc237462528]Ethical considerations
This systematic literature review will rely exclusively on secondary data, requiring no human participants. Ethical oversight centres on maintaining academic integrity, transparent documentation, and unbiased reporting, which will be followed in this study (Bittle and El-Gayar, 2025). The study will mitigate potential biases through the strict application of inclusion and exclusion criteria. Given the sensitive nature of cannabis misuse and mental health interpretations, remain objective, accurate and fully referenced to prevent selective reporting and misrepresentation of existing evidence. 
[bookmark: _Toc237462529]Limitation
The limitations for the research proposal will be publication bias, language restrictions, incomplete text access, variations in study designs, and unpredictable outcomes. The researcher's subjectivity during the investigation and interpretation may also affect the findings. Therefore, the above-mentioned limitations will be recognised and considered while interpreting the results with measured inferences drawn and heterogeneity and reliable evidence explicitly stated.
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Table 2: Research Timeline 
(Source: Self-Created) 
Expected Contribution   
The SLR will have several favourable outcomes which will be beneficial for young adults aged between 16 and 24 years in the UK. It will emphasise the risk trends, contributing factors, evidence gaps and implications for prevention, timely intervention, mental health support, and it will pave new ways for future research.
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