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Introduction 

Background 
The Cannabis Health Evaluation and Research Partnership (CHERP) team was awarded two grants under 
the Health Canada Substance Use and Addiction Program (SUAP) Cannabis Research Initiative. One as 
part of the Partnerships for Cannabis Policy Evaluation called for proposals which focused on exploring 
the impacts of cannabis legalization at the provincial level. And another grant as part of the Closing the 
Gaps in Cannabis Research called for proposals, which allowed us to expand a portion of our provincial 
work to a nationwide scope.  
 
CHERP is an interdisciplinary research group at Memorial University of Newfoundland and Labrador 
(MUN) that focuses on exploring how cannabis legalization impacts public health and safety at the 
regional and national levels. We work closely with citizens, stakeholders, policy makers and individuals 
with lived and living experience to conduct community-engaged research. Ultimately, we hope this 
research informs refinement to cannabis policies and regulations in a way that serves the needs of the 
public while protecting public health and safety.  

Research Focus Areas  
Using a public and stakeholder-engaged approach, our team’s core research objectives emerged from 
extensive consultation with policy makers, stakeholders and community members. This consultation 
process and our findings have been documented in our Needs Assessment report1 . The main focus 
areas, relevant to this report, included:  

● The cannabis retail market, with a focus on both consumers and retailers  
● The impact of cannabis legalization on youth and young adults 
● The impact of non-medical cannabis legalization on medical cannabis use 
● Public education, awareness and behaviour change 

  

 
1 Donnan J., Bishop, L., Najafizada, M., and Blackmore, A (March 2021). Newfoundland and Labrador Cannabis Policy Evaluation: Needs 
Assessment Report. https://www.mun.ca/pharmacy/media/production/memorial/academic/school-of-pharmacy/media-
library/research/cannabiseval/CannabisPolicy_NeedsAssessmentReport.pdf 
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Our Research Team  
  
 Principal Investigators: 

Dr. Jennifer Donnan, Assistant professor, MUN School of Pharmacy 
Dr. Lisa Bishop, Associate Professor, MUN School of Pharmacy 
Dr. Maisam Najafizada, Assistant Professor, MUN Faculty of Medicine 
 

 Principal Knowledge Users: 
Alison Tucker, Public Health Sr. Manager, Government of Newfoundland and Labrador’s Department of 
Health and Community Services 
Debbie Curtis, Mental Health and Addictions Consultant, Government of Newfoundland and Labrador’s 
Department of Health and Community Services 
 
Co-investigators: 
Nick Harris, Associate Professor, MUN Department of Psychology 
Greg Harris, Professor, MUN Faculty of Education 
Tom Cooper, Professor, MUN Faculty of Business Administration 
Hai Nguyen, Associate Professor, MUN School of Pharmacy 
 
Collaborators:  
Angela Janes, Citizen Advisory Panel Chair  
Grace Kelly- Youth Advisory Panel Chair 
Kelda Newport, Stakeholder Advisory Panel Chair  
Government of NL, Office of Public Engagement and Planning 
Trent Langdon - President of NLTA    
Jane Henderson - Harm Reduction Specialist, Eastern Health 
Emily Wadden- Social Worker, SWAP Program 
Wayne Bishop - Program Manager, Eastern Health 
Kayla Prosper - Addictions Prevention Consultant, Eastern Health 
Nicole Gill, Director of Evaluation and Performance Improvement, NLCHI  
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Evidence-to-Policy Symposium 
This event was intended to disseminate our research findings and collaborate with various stakeholders 
and members of the public to discuss policy implications moving forward.  
 
The specific goal of the day was to gather a diverse representation of insights on topics related to 
cannabis in NL. Topics that were discussed include:  

● The provincial cannabis retail model  
● Places of cannabis consumption  
● Impact of legalization on medical cannabis use 
● Public education and awareness  
● Youth substance use education 

 

 

 

 

 

Approach  
 
The symposium was co-facilitated by the Government of NL Office of Public Engagement and Planning. 
This was a full day event held at the MUN Signal Hill Campus and included 60 in-person attendees and 
six virtual attendees who participated in round table discussions. Attendees represented a range of 
diverse perspectives, including: 1) stakeholders; 2) policy makers and knowledge users; and 3) members 
of the public.  
 
The day’s schedule was broken down into five segments according to the five key topics. Each segment 
commenced with high-level summaries of research findings pertaining to that topic. Presentations 
featured speakers from our CHERP team, as well as speakers from various backgrounds such as cannabis 
retailers, healthcare professionals, cannabis consumers, educators, cannabis regulators, and 
more. Presentations were followed by round table discussions to collect insights and perspectives. 
Attendees were organized into seven in-person round tables and one virtual round table. The table 
seating was arranged so that each table featured perspectives from diverse backgrounds, bringing 
together individuals that may not have normally got the chance to collaborate on such topics. Each of 
the five round table discussion sessions were facilitated by CHERP team members, who structured the 
conversation around two or three predetermined questions. 
 
The symposium concluded with a panel discussion from five community stakeholders who reflected on 
the day's learnings and thoughts about future directions.  
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Report Structure 
 
Our research findings, evidence from the published literature, as well as the roundtable discussions have 
helped to inform key recommendations and considerations moving forward. Ultimately, we hope that 
such recommendations and considerations will help support public health and safety in NL, while 
meeting the needs of the community. These are listed at the beginning of each section, followed by 
background information on each topic, key findings from our research (“What we found”), and a report 
of “What we heard” from roundtable discussions at our Evidence-to-Policy Symposium.  
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1.The 4-tiered Cannabis Retail Model in Newfoundland and Labrador 

Key Considerations  
Insights from our team’s research and public engagement have helped to inform key considerations to 
better support retailers and customers within the 4-tier retail market.  
 

• There is a desire by consumers for access to more information from cannabis retailers. While 
mechanisms to provide some information are in place, customers do not seem to be getting 
their needs met. Considerations should be given to make consumer friendly information more 
accessible in a non-judgemental and non-stigmatizing manner. In particular standardized 
information on product cultivation, safe methods of consumption, harm reduction techniques, 
and product effects. 

• There is a need for increased communication and collaboration with business owners, especially 
small and independent business owners, to identify mechanisms to simplify the cannabis retail 
licensing process. 

• There is a gap in how people can access reliable information pertaining to medical uses of 
cannabis. Many consumers purchase from the recreational cannabis supply for medical 
purposes without ever consulting a healthcare professional.   

Background 
The legalization of cannabis in Canada not only allowed for legal consumption, but also provided 
provisions for the commercialization of cannabis products.2 The goals were to provide safe access for 
consumers and protect public health and safety, all while allowing for the development of new business 
opportunities within Canada. The Cannabis Act provides clear guidance on what can be sold (e.g. 
product types, cannabinoid content), production regulations (e.g. cultivation practices, pesticide use), 
how cannabis is packaged (e.g. child-safe, warnings and labelling), and how cannabis can be marketed. 
Regulations regarding how cannabis is sold are managed at the provincial level, with options between 
fully publicly operated, fully privately operated, or a hybrid model.  
 
The Government of NL took a unique approach to establishing a cannabis retail market. While several 
provinces opted for a hybrid approach, whereby both private and public stores were established, the 
government of NL created a four-tiered model for the private market with online sales offered through 

 
2 Bill C-45, the Cannabis Act, S.C. 2018, c. 16.  
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the public retailer.3 This was done to overcome some of the challenges to providing access to cannabis 
in more remote areas of the province. 
 

Cannabis Retail Model in Newfoundland and Labrador 

 
 

Tier-1 stores are considered the ideal retail scenario, where stores are stand-alone locations with tinted 
windows, are dedicated to cannabis sales only, and have restricted access to anyone under the age of 
19.  
 
As you move towards tier four, some restrictions are removed such as allowing the presence of those 
under 19 and the sale of non-cannabis products. However, other restrictions are in place such as not 
having any cannabis products or product information in sight. Currently there are only licensed stores 
operating under tiers 1 and 4.  
 
All tiers of cannabis stores allow employees to share basic information on cannabinoid effects, harms 
associated with cannabis, and limited information on some methods of consumption. This information 
can be shared verbally (in tier 1 and 2 stores) or through printed or online information sheets approved 
by the Newfoundland and Labrador Liquor Corporation (NLC). Employees are also permitted to share 
links to health and safety information provided by the Government of Canada, Government of NL, or the 
NLC. Information on any medical application of cannabis is prohibited under the provincial Licensing and 
Operations Regulations.4  
 
Policy makers were particularly interested in seeing how this model supports the goals of cannabis 
legalization in NL.  
 
The CHERP team took on a series of studies that explored: 

1. Consumer preferences for cannabis products, and how the legal market in Canada was meeting 
the needs of consumers,  and; 

2. Barriers and facilitators experienced by current and prospective private cannabis retailers in 
Newfoundland and Labrador 

 
3 Myles, W., Hann, A. M. 2018. Newfoundland and Labrador regulation 94/18, Cannabis licensing and operations under the Cannabis Control 
Act (O.C., 2018-208). Queen’s Printer. https://www.assembly.nl.ca/legislation/sr/annualregs/2018/nr180094.htm 
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What we found 
Consumers Perspective 
Consumers consider a number of different factors when making cannabis purchase decisions, including 
characteristics of the products like price, THC content, quality and regulated status, as well as 
characteristics of the retailer.5  
 
Price and THC Content: With respect to product characteristics, price and THC content ranked as highly 
important for many consumers. This was particularly important for edible cannabis products, as the 
restrictions on the amount of THC permitted in a package (10 mg) of edibles made purchasing from the 
regulated market cost prohibitive (and calorically dense) for regular consumers and those requiring 
larger doses to achieve the desired effect. For the more regular consumers, access to promotional sales 
and bulk discounts at a particular retailer played a big role in where they purchased cannabis.      
  
Quality: Also relevant were aspects of quality. These included: 1) the cultivation processes and how the 
cannabis was grown and cured; 2) consistency in products when purchasing the same brand and type; 
and 3) consistency between servings (specifically for edibles). 
 
Packaging: Many consumers reflected on 
product packaging. While most were 
supportive of rules around labels and 
warnings, many were concerned with the 
amount and complexity of packaging that is 
required for regulated cannabis products. 
They thought it was wasteful, especially for 
the more environmentally conscious 
consumers.  
 
Regulated Status: While most customers 
preferred to purchase regulated products 
over non-regulated, especially for cannabis vapes, many of the more regular cannabis consumers were 
willing to trade off regulated status to purchase products that were cheaper, had higher amounts of THC 
or were of higher perceived quality.     
 
Access to Information: When it comes to selecting a retailer, customers from novice to experienced, 
highly value access to information. This included product information available at the store and from the 
staff through good customer service. This is relevant to the four-tiered retail model, because tier 3 and 4 
stores are not permitted to provide any information to customers outside of what is available on the 
package, or standardized information materials that many customers are not aware of.  

 

 

  

 
5 Donnan, J., Shogan, O., Bishop, L., & Najafizada, M. (2022). Drivers of purchase decisions for cannabis products among consumers in a 
legalized market: a qualitative study. BMC public health, 22(1), 368. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-12399-9 
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Characteristics that influence consumer purchase decisions 

 
 
Retailers Perspective 
We spoke to licensed and prospective cannabis retailers in NL to gather their insights on the retail 
model.6While most were optimistic about the opportunities made available by cannabis legalization, as 
pioneers in this new legal area of business they were also able to share their first-hand knowledge of the 
barriers and facilitators they faced in establishing themselves (or trying to establish themselves) and 
maintaining a presence in this new market. Retailers raised challenges regarding licensing, location, 
taxation, marketing and promotion, and banking and finance.   

Both licensed and prospective retailers reported that the regulatory environment was complex and 
often difficult to navigate, which posed a significant barrier to enter the legal market and operate a 
cannabis store. 

Licencing: Both licensed and prospective retailers believed that licensing fees and costs incurred pre-
licensing were too high, and the process was rigorous and lengthy. Some who already operated in the 
legacy market, found it so tedious and complex that it deterred them from persisting their efforts. It was 
easier for many of them to keep the status quo. A revaluation of licensing procedures in consultation 
with local retailers would help to support accessible entry into the market and business longevity. 

Retail Location: Many found that securing a suitable location to operate is a regulatory hurdle and can 
be difficult due to postal codes and zoning restrictions. It is not easy to find a suitable space that is in the 
designated postal code, available for purchase or lease, an appropriate size, and not near a liquor store, 
school or park. 

 
6 CHERP, Unpublished. Any unpublished work can be found in the future here: https://www.mun.ca/pharmacy/research/cherp/sharing-our-
knowledge/ 



 

Taxation: While the price difference between regulated cannabis and what is available on the legacy 
market is narrowing, licensed retailers find they are still competing on price. They feel that the added 
taxes make it impossible to sell their products at comparable prices. 
 
Promotion, Marketing and Advertising: For businesses to succeed they need to engage in some 
measure of marketing and promotion. Retailers felt that the restrictions placed on these activities really 
limited their success. Most recognize that they will not be permitted to advertise in a way that promotes 
or encourages cannabis use, however they are looking for ways to offer things like community events 
(19+), educational events, and even customer loyalty programs. 
 
Marketing and promotion restrictions are a common concern inside and outside of NL, however very 
little research has been done to understand the public health and safety impacts that loosening 
restrictions may have. One study that compared cannabis marketing policies across Canada and the 
United States, found that Canada’s framework to be more comprehensive and authors recommend 
more widespread federal guidance within the United States.7While, many look to the looser alcohol 
advertising laws as reasonable comparison, we are actually seeing many public health groups identifying 
alcohol marketing as a concern,8 citing that such alcohol marketing can target vulnerable groups such as 
youth. Many experts are advocating for detailed policies and controls of alcohol through a regulatory 
framework.9,10,11 

 
Banking and Finance: For prospective retailers, many found it difficult to obtain the money they needed 
to get started. You had to have a lot to invest before you even got a license. However, even those with 
the required capital experienced challenges in opening a business account and getting a loan from 
financial institutions, as many did not want to conduct any business with cannabis retailers. They felt 
discriminated against, because business in other industries would have easy access to financing once 
they had enough collateral.  

Despite these barriers, participants also identified several positive changes over the past few years. In 
particular the ability to legally sell cannabis vapes in NL was a welcome change. One retailer estimated 
that about 18% of sales were for vapes. These new product offerings have a big impact on revenue. 
Another facilitator identified by retailers was their ability to offer quality products. It is often unknown 
that you are buying from a legacy market retailer, due to regulation more is known about the products 
sold on the legal market.  

  

 
7 Allard, N. C., Kruger, J. S., & Kruger, D. J. (2023). Cannabis Advertising Policies in the United States: State-Level Variation and Comparison 
with Canada. Cannabis and cannabinoid research, 8(3), 505–509. https://doi.org/10.1089/can.2022.0068 
8 Government of Ontario. (2016). Focus On: Alcohol Marketing. https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/Documents/F/2016/focus-on-
alcohol-marketing.pdf?rev=d0f395d235d84069bf56a0685fb223d6&sc_lang=en 
9 Babor T, Caetano, R, Casswell S, Edwards G, Giesbrecht N, Grube J, et al. Alcohol: no ordinary commodity–research and public policy. 2 nd 
ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press; 2010. 
10 Heung CM, Rempel B, Krank M. Strengthening the Canadian alcohol advertising regulatory system. Can J Public Health. 2012;103(4):4. 
11Giesbrecht N, Wettlaufer A, Simpson S, April N, Asbridge M, Cukier S, et al. Strategies to reduce alcohol-related harms and costs in Canada: a 
comparison of provincial policies. Int J Alcohol Drug Res.2016;5(2):33-45. Available from: 
http://www.ijadr.org/index.php/ijadr/article/view/221/396 



 

What we heard 
Facilitators guided each round table discussion around two central themes. Discussions first focussed on 
the retailer and consumer experience within the current 4-tiered retail model, outlining both barriers 
and facilitators within the market. Next, participants discussed potential steps to improve support for 
customers and retailers. The protection of public health and safety was upheld as a priority throughout 
this session and the topic was heavily incorporated into discussions.  
 
Customer Experience  
Participants felt that while the current 4-tiered model has increased the availability of safe cannabis 
across the province, and can contribute to the breakdown of some cannabis-related stigma, it poses 
several challenges to consumers. Specifically, challenges related to trust and stigma, consumer 
knowledge and education, and accessibility for select populations.  
 
Trust and Stigma: The issue of trust and stigma was raised in relation to stores in tier-4 of the model; 
however, these comments are relevant for tier-3 as well, despite that there are currently no stores 
operating under that tier. Stores under these tiers are part of larger corporations, and attendees 
expressed those employees often lacked lived experience or expertise with cannabis. Staff often come 
from within the larger organization and are not hired specifically to handle cannabis purchases. Some 
mentioned that this can make the shopping experience feel stigmatizing, especially if the staff person 
has negative views towards cannabis or those who consume cannabis. Overall, attendees agreed that 
the current 4-tiered model can contribute to stigma and sentiments of cannabis as a taboo.  
 
Knowledge and Education: Attendees noted that the current retail model lacks mechanisms for 
consumer education and product knowledge. Although employees are permitted to provide basic 
information about products, consumers often wish for more detailed and accessible information, and 
often feel confused and uninformed while shopping, especially when they cannot see the product (i.e., 
in Tier 3 and 4 stores). It was suggested that the lack of trust with employees, and the inability to easily 
access information may be encouraging purchases from the unregulated market. Attendees noted that 
this barrier could be overcome with the implementation of written information throughout retail 
settings (e.g., through infographics, pamphlets, QR codes), placed in visible locations so that one does 
not have to ask for it.  
 
The content of available information in retail settings is also a barrier for consumers. Although 
employees can provide information on products, and information sheets provide context on methods of 
consumption, cannabinoids, and potential harms of cannabis use, consumers wish for more detailed 
information and an expansion into topics such as how products are produced. Finally, it is prohibited to 
provide information on medicinal applications of cannabis in retail settings, but consumers wish for 
direction in how to find such information. Given the lack of medical training of cannabis store 
employees, current regulations are reasonable, however, there is a gap in places people can access this 
type of information from trustworthy sources.    
 
Accessibility: Though cannabis has become far more accessible through legalization, some barriers still 
exist. Participants commented on how certain stores are very discreet in their signage, and have tinted 
windows, which not only creates a sense of taboo, but introduces difficulties in identifying the stores. 
Attendees also noted that price and limited product variety in certain stores are significant barriers 
within the current model, potentially driving customers away from the legal market. Participants stated 
that the licensed market struggles to compete with the unregulated market in terms of product 



 

selection. This is particularly relevant when addressing the availability of products with high THC 
content. Geographical accessibility was also an issue for some. Despite the 4-tiered model designed to 
make it easier to establish stores in more remote areas of the province, some regions still lack easy 
access to brick-and-mortar store locations. Often, stigma may be prevalent in small rural communities, 
yet there is a lack of access to stores that allow for more discreet purchases. Finally, some attendees 
expressed frustration that minors are not allowed inside tier 1 and 2 stores, making it difficult for 
caregivers of children to make safe purchases. In some areas this is mitigated through the availability of 
drive-thru windows, to provide access without compromising on public safety.  
  
Retailer Experience  
From the retailer perspective, it was felt that the current 4-tiered retail model helps with sustainability 
of product supply, and provides good support to large and thriving business centres. However, business 
challenges identified include licensing difficulties, the lack of support for small and rural centers, and 
limitations placed on marketing.   
 
Retailers feel that the current licensing process can act as a barrier for retailers in the province. 
Obtaining licenses can be a lengthy and complicated process that requires a great amount of work, and 
may deter some business owners from applying for such licensing. This may create a barrier for entrance 
into the regulated market, and subsequently may drive unregulated store owners to continue operating 
illegally.  Even once all the hurdles of obtaining a licence are overcome, annual re-licensing fees act as a 
barrier. Overall, this process is not seen as sustainable for small retailers, and retailer consultation on 
how to simplify such a process should be considered. 
 
Participants noted that for larger stores (i.e. tier 1) and those in populated areas, the ability to sell a 
larger variety of products is an advantage. Further, existing regulations pose challenges for local retailers 
in sustaining Tier 4 stores, as profit margins are much lower for these stores. Additionally, the 
government’s lack of incentives for small business owners across tiers exacerbates the situation. While 
margins are higher for Tier 1 stores, retailers often struggle to provide product options due to high 
supply costs. Finally, participants noted that the province currently has no Tier-2 and Tier-3 stores. While 
the reason for this gap was not explored in detail, attendees noted it as another example of a lack of 
support for small businesses within the current model.  
 
Notably, attendees described marketing restrictions as a barrier for retailers. Such regulations are 
governed by the NLC, yet rules are not the same for the liquor and cannabis market. Retailers expressed 
that the inability to market products or engage in promotion hinders business, especially considering 
that cannabis stores in the province may be competing with liquor stores.   
 
A sense of disconnect between the current retail model and the needs of both retailers and customers 
was an overarching theme across discussions. Both populations are being left to feel unsupported and 
lack a clear way to communicate their needs to the regulatory body. Implementing a mechanism to 
collaborate with interested parties in the further development of the 4-tier model is important to 
increase support and satisfaction.






















































