
STEPS TO UNDERSTAND MEDICAL 
MARIJUANA 

	
THE ENDOCANNABINOID SYSTEM AND HOW MARIJUANA AFFECTS THE 

BODY 

Let’s learn by taking one step at a time.  

Step#1:     Marijuana is a plant. Another name for “Marijuana” is cannabis. There are chemicals in the 
cannabis plant that affect the body in a variety of ways. 

Step#2:     Cannabinoids are the chemicals in the cannabis or marijuana plant. Cannabinoids found in 
the marijuana plant give the plant its medical properties (see Step#6). Our body has a natural system called the 
endocannabinoid system (ECS). This system sends messages that give directions to our cells.  

Step#3:     A well-known chemical or cannabinoid found in the marijuana plant is called THC. 
Interestingly, THC just-so-happens to have a similar shape to a compound our bodies create naturally. Thanks 
to its shape, THC is able to tap into a network in our bodies called the endocannabinoid system (ECS).  

Step#4:    Therefore, endocannabinoids are like the body’s natural THC. In fact, endocannabinoids got 
their name from cannabis.  Endo means internal or within the body. Cannabinoid refers to a chemical 
compound. These cannabinoid chemicals fit into cannabinoid receptors. To keep it simple, think of the 
receptors as little locks on the surface of your cells. The endocannabinoid system (ECS) is a system of KEYS 
to the locks. 

Step#5:     There are two primary cell receptors that make up the ECS; Cannabinoid Receptor 1 (CB1) and 
Cannabinoid Receptor 2 (CB2). Cannabinoid receptors are found all throughout the body. Certain receptors are 
more concentrated in certain areas in the body. 

• CB1 receptors are abundant in the central nervous system (brain and spinal cord). 
• CB2 receptors are more often found on immune cells (network of cells that protect the body), in the 

gastrointestinal tract (the gut- mouth to anus), and in the peripheral nervous system (nerves that branch 
out from the spinal cord and serve the neck/arms/torso/legs/skeletal muscles/internal organs). 

Step#6:     The variety of receptor locations shows just how important endocannabinoids are for day-to-day 
bodily function. They help regulate the following: 

ü Sleep 
ü Appetite/Digestion/Hunger 
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ü Motor function 
ü Immune function 
ü Reproductive and Fertility 
ü Pleasure and Reward 
ü Pain 
ü Memory 
ü Temperature Regulation 

Step#7:     When a person smokes marijuana or cannabis, the chemical compound THC (keys) overwhelms 
the ECS system quickly attaching to the cannabinoid receptors (locks) throughout the brain and body. Once the 
keys (THC) unlock the cannabinoid receptors bodily functions are affected. This is how marijuana/cannabis 
works!	

I hope this helps to simplify what the endocannabinoid system is all about and how marijuana affects the body. 

 

Take great care of yourself!  
MJ Education by Dr. J 


