
Medical cannabis often headlines as a treatment for a wide range of health issues—from chronic pain to autism.
But what does the official UK guidance say about its legitimate uses? Is it truly recommended for the conditions
commonly claimed, or are some claims stretching beyond the evidence? In this post, we'll break down exactly what
medical cannabis is approved for under UK rules, with a particular focus on the National Institute for Health and
Care Excellence (NICE) and the General Medical Council (GMC) guidance. We'll clarify common
misunderstandings, especially around autism versus its co-occurring symptoms, outline the narrow epilepsy
conditions that are on the list, and identify where the evidence still falls short.

What Is Medical Cannabis?
Before jumping into the UK indications, it’s important to define what we mean by “medical cannabis.” Medical
cannabis refers to cannabis-based products used to treat specific symptoms or conditions under medical
supervision. The active compounds mainly include cannabidiol (CBD) and tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), which
interact with the body's endocannabinoid system to potentially reduce symptoms like pain or muscle stiffness.

UK's Regulated Approach to Medical Cannabis
In November 2018, the UK Government legalized medical cannabis products for prescription by specialist doctors.
However, this does not mean all uses are approved, reimbursed, or recommended. The GMC regulates doctors’
prescribing behavior, emphasizing evidence-based practice and patient safety. Meanwhile, NICE evaluates clinical
and cost-effectiveness to issue guidance informing NHS prescribing decisions. Together, these bodies provide the
framework governing what medical cannabis can be prescribed for in the UK.

Note on the NICE Guidance Library

The NICE guidance library is the go-to resource for detailed summaries of conditions, treatment options, and
evidence appraisals, including those related to cannabis-based products. It clearly indicates approved indications
and those where evidence is insufficient or negative.

What Does NICE Actually Recommend Medical Cannabis For?
NICE’s recommendations are conservative and grounded strictly in londoninsider.co.uk clinical trial evidence. So far,
approved or recommended uses of medical cannabis (or cannabis-based products for medicinal use, CBPMs) fall
within a small number of specific conditions:

Chronic pain (neuropathic): Persistent nerve pain that’s resistant to other treatments.

Spasticity in multiple sclerosis (MS): Muscle stiffness and involuntary spasms affecting MS patients.

Intractable nausea and vomiting caused by chemotherapy: Patients experiencing severe chemo-related
sickness not responding to standard treatments.

Epilepsy—specifically Dravet syndrome and Lennox-Gastaut syndrome: Rare, severe childhood
epilepsies characterized by difficult-to-control seizures.

Table: Summary of UK Medical Cannabis Indications Supported by NICE

Condition Symptom Treated Approved Medical Cannabis Use Comments Chronic Neuropathic Pain Persistent
nerve pain resistant to other treatments Approved for specialist-prescribed cannabis-based medicines Only after
other options tried; evidence supports modest benefit Multiple Sclerosis (MS) Spasticity Muscle stiffness and
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spasms Recommended cannabis-based medicines (e.g., Sativex) Clinical trials show some improvement in spasticity
scores Intractable Chemotherapy-Induced Nausea & Vomiting Severe nausea/vomiting unresponsive to standard
antiemetics Licensed cannabis-based medicines licensed for this use Used after other anti-nausea medications
have failed Epilepsy (Dravet, Lennox-Gastaut Syndromes) Severe, treatment-resistant seizures Licensed cannabidiol
(CBD) products Restricted to specialist use in children and young people

Why Is Autism Not on the UK Indications List?
You’ve probably heard claims that medical cannabis “treats autism.” Let’s pause and clarify:

Autism vs Its Co-Occurring Conditions

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental condition characterized by social communication
differences and repetitive behaviors. It is not primarily a condition with a symptom that cannabis targets directly.
Instead, some autistic individuals experience co-occurring conditions such as:

Chronic pain from other causes

Severe anxiety or challenging behaviors

Epilepsy (sometimes overlapping with Lennox-Gastaut or Dravet syndromes)

Sleep disturbances

Some parents and providers report cannabis helps with these co-occurring symptoms. However, NICE does not
recommend medical cannabis to treat autism itself, due to the lack of rigorous, placebo-controlled studies
demonstrating efficacy or safety for this purpose.

Placebo Effects and Anecdotal Claims

Many reports of “calmer behavior” or “better focus” in autistic people treated with cannabis are based on
anecdotal observation without standardized outcome measures. While these accounts are important, they don't
replace the need for carefully controlled clinical trials. The General Medical Council (GMC) expects doctors to
avoid prescribing treatments with unproven benefit outside clinical trials.



Limitations of the Evidence and the Placebo Effect
Across all conditions, the current evidence supporting medical cannabis is limited in several ways:

Small Study Sizes: Many trials have few participants, limiting generalizability.

Short Duration: Long-term effects and safety data are sparse.

Placebo Responses: The psychoactive effects of cannabis may contribute to placebo-like improvements,
complicating interpretation.

Heterogeneity: Different cannabis products vary widely in THC:CBD ratios, dosing, and formulation, making
comparisons challenging.

For example, in chronic neuropathic pain, some systematic reviews find modest reductions in pain scores versus
placebo, but benefits may be outweighed by side effects. This nuance often gets lost in hype-heavy media reports.

What Does the GMC Say About Prescribing Medical Cannabis?
The General Medical Council sets strict expectations for prescribing any medication, including cannabis-based
products. Their key points relevant here are:

Prescriptions should be based on best available evidence.

Doctors should inform patients about uncertainties and risks related to treatment.

Use of unlicensed cannabis products can only be justified if licensed alternatives are unsuitable or unavailable.

Prescriptions for children and young people require careful consideration and specialist involvement.

Simply put, the GMC cautions against off-label, unlicensed, or “compassionate use” prescriptions without solid
evidence or specialist oversight.

Summary Checklist: Key Takeaways for UK Medical Cannabis
1. Medical cannabis is only authorized under UK law for a narrow set of indications strongly supported by

evidence.

2. NICE does not recommend cannabis-based medicines for autism itself; only some related
symptoms/conditions have been studied.

3. Epilepsy indications are limited to rare, severe syndromes like Dravet and Lennox-Gastaut in children.

4. Evidence supporting chronic pain and spasticity indications shows modest benefits weighed against side
effects.

5. GMC guidance requires evidence-based, patient-informed prescribing decisions with specialist input.

6. Beware anecdotal claims without outcome measurement or placebo control.

Final Thoughts
Medical cannabis holds promising potential, but the reality in the UK is that its legitimate uses are limited and
carefully regulated. While headlines may promise cures for autism or widespread chronic pain relief, the truth lies in
the careful, evidence-driven guidance issued by NICE and enforced by the GMC. If you or a loved one are
considering medical cannabis, it’s crucial to consult with a specialist familiar with the NICE guidance library and
GMC prescribing standards, to ensure treatment is safe, appropriate, and grounded in the best available science.



For the latest NICE guidance and clinical pathways, visit the NICE official website. For information on medical
cannabis prescribing ethics, see the GMC’s prescribing resources at GMC Ethical Guidance.


