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Background
Increasing global attention to legalising non-medical cannabis , including recent Aus inquiries  1 2,3

Legalisation can take a myriad of legal shapes and there is no single agreed upon model for

legalising cannabis. Several helpful diagrams of the “regulatory spectrum” of models exist (e.g. 

) but the options canvased thinly.

4,

5

A survey of terms used to discuss and design cannabis regulatory models therefore warranted. 

Aims and method

To review the language and terms used to describe
regulatory models and options. 

Reviewed peer-reviewed and grey literature on
cannabis regulation and legalisation.

Supply chain comprises production, distribution and supply. Literature

often focuses on who controls the final stage - supply - without

discussing organisation and control of production and distribution

Ownership and control of each stage of supply chain can vary Eg.

Quebec, Canada has state monopoly for distribution and retail and

licenses private production

Supply chain rarely specified Market composition unexamined
Hybrid models common eg. most Canadian Provinces/Territories have a

mix of both state- and privately-run cannabis retail outlets10

Competition between market segments likely shape other variables

that influence population-level consumption

Current literature lacks detailed terminology for cannabis regulatory models.

Broad classifications are often linked to population use, but rarely account

for how models shape supply dynamics—factors that likely influence

consumption. Regulatory choices are also oversimplified, ignoring the

complexity of real-world markets.

Clear, consistent descriptions of cannabis market options are essential. More

precise language can improve public and political debate, and support better

policy design by reflecting the true complexity of cannabis regulation.

“Commercial”

Extreme or end point of most
“regulatory spectrum” diagrams 
Equated with the common approach to
alcohol - masks lots of variation 
Frequently referred to as something to
be avoided or contained

“Public sector”

Often equated with the state, but
could also mean ‘community-
ownership’ where a not-for-profit
structure was assumed but not
specified.

“Private sector”

Used to distinguish approach
from state control, even in the
case of not-for-profit control
(examples above).
Little discussion of not-for-profit
ownership as not private

“Monopoly”

Who controls a monopoly and to
what degree not often specified
eg. state or private entity
Whether a monopoly exists at
production or distribution rarely
mentioned.

Findings

References
1.RAND. (2023). Alternatives to profit-maximising commercial models of cannabis supply for non-medical use. Calif: RAND. 
2.Parliament of Australia (2023). Senate Standing Committee. Legalising Cannabis Bill 2023.
3.NSW Parliament (2024). Legislative Council, Impact of the regulatory framework for cannabis in NSW. 
4.Caulkins, J. P., Kilmer, B., Kleiman, M. A., ... & Reuter, P. H. (2015). Considering marijuana legalization: Insights for Vermont and other jurisdictions. Rand Corporation. 
5.Rolles, S., Slade, H., & Nicholls, J. (2020). How to regulate stimulants: a practical guide. London, UK: Transform Drug Policy Foundation.
6.Manthey, J., Rehm, J., & Verthein, U. (2024). Germany's cannabis act: a catalyst for European drug policy reform?. The Lancet Regional Health–Europe, 42.
7.Penington Institute. 2025. The Penington Cannabis Control Plan. Melbourne: Penington Institute.
8.Room, R., & Örnberg, J. C. (2019). Government monopoly as an instrument for public health and welfare: lessons for cannabis from experience with alcohol monopolies.

International Journal of Drug Policy, 74, 223-228.
9.Federal Office of Public Health (website, published 14 March 2025). Overview of authorised pilot trials with cannabis. https://www.bag.admin.ch/en/overview-of-

authorised-pilot-trials-with-cannabis
10.Wright-Brown, T., Blackwood, M., Cooper, T., Schwartz, E., Newell, W., Bishop, L., Najafizada, M., & Donnan, J. (2024). Examining the Barriers to Licensed Private Cannabis

Retailers in Canada: A Quantitative Content Analysis of Canadian News Media Coverage. Contemporary Drug Problems, 51(3), 202-228.

Acknowledgements

Thank you to Prof Alison Ritter, Prof Simon Lenton, Dr Michala Kowalski and Dr Paul
Kelaita for their valuable discussion on ideas presented here/ a draft of this paper.
Special thankyou to  Ms Anh Nguyen for support and exploration with design in Canva.

Funding: This work was supported with a Grant from the Faculty of Arts, Design and
Architecture, UNSW 2025.

Legalising a market for non-medical cannabis
Clarifying terminology of regulatory options
Dr Claire Wilkinson, Drug Policy Modelling Program, Social Policy Research Centre

Terminology not settled

Variables other than regulatory model likely key
Regulatory models alone are not the sole influence on variables that shape
supply.  Government regulation and law, irrespective of whether retail is
licensed to private operators of state-run, will shape supply. 

There are inconsistencies in terminology used to describe regulatory models, and the

terms used often lack specificity.

Common terms used to describe options include: 

Licensed not-for-profit

Licensed for-profit 

State-owned 

Supply


