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In the last decade legal cannabis has risen to be on the verge of becoming a 
global mainstream product. As the floodgates of  legalisation are poised to 
open, cannabis is set to compete with alcohol on even terms, providing  
both an opportunity and a challenge to the alcoholic drinks industry. 

LEGAL CANNABIS - THREAT OR OPPORTUNITY FOR 
THE ALCOHOLIC DRINKS INDUSTRY? 
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CANNABIS GAINS PUBLIC SUPPORT 

Public support for legal cannabis hasn’t always been this high. In the US, a record 64% of Americans 
now support legal cannabis – a figure that represents a doubling of the support measured in 2000.

Notably, cannabis is more popular with the 
younger generations. More than half of all  
18-25 year olds in the US have tried cannabis 
at least once in their lives, and a third have 
used it in the last year.

In the UK, support for legal cannabis follows  
the progressive trends seen in the US. 
According to a 2018 poll by YouGov, 51% 

AMERICANS’ SUPPORT FOR LEGALIZING MARIJUANA CONTINUES TO RISE
Q: Do you think the use of marijuana should be made legal, or not?
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of adults in the UK back a softer stance 
on cannabis legislation, with the younger 
generation being the most supportive. 

With the public increasingly supporting less 
restrictive legalisation, it is likely we will see 
more countries softening laws that currently 
limit cannabis production and sales. 
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Growth of  Legal Cannabis 

LEGAL STATUS OF RECREATIONAL CANNABIS ACROSS THE WORLD 2018

Legal Illegal but decriminalized Illegal but often unenforced Illegal 

On 17 October 2018, Canada will become  
the first of the G20 countries to fully legalise 
cannabis for recreational use. The country 
will join Uruguay, Georgia and nine states in 
the US – Alaska, California, Colorado, Maine, 
Massachusetts, Nevada, Oregon, Vermont 
and Washington, together with the District  
of Columbia – where recreational cannabis  
is legal.

The use of  cannabis is still largely limited around the world,  
but a sense of  change is in the air.

A further 31 US states have legalised cannabis 
for medical use, but it remains prohibited at 
the federal level as a schedule 1 drug with 
stiff penalties for use and distribution.  

Other countries that have legalised the 
medical use of cannabis include Australia, 
Chile, Colombia, Germany, Greece, Israel,  
Italy, the Netherlands, Peru and Poland.  
In Spain, cannabis is allowed for personal  
use, but sales are limited to licensed outlets. 

On 18 September, South Africa’s highest court 
ruled that adults can privately consume cannabis 
that they have grown.

As for the United Kingdom, doctors will be 
able to prescribe medicine derived from 
cannabis for the very first time “by the 
autumn of 2018”, according to the Home 
Secretary, Sajid Javid. 

Judging by the US example, decriminalisation 
of cannabis for medicinal use is often the  
first step towards legalising it for recreational 
use as well. Legal cannabis is about to get 
much bigger.
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Is Legal Cannabis a Threat 
for Alcohol Sales?   

The primary use of cannabis is linked with 
moments of indulgence, relaxation and 
socialising – some of the key needs that have 
traditionally been met by beer, wine and spirits. 

Washington and Colorado made history in  
2012 when they became the first two states  
in the US to legalise recreational cannabis. 

These early adopters allow us to study the 
effects of legal cannabis on alcohol sales. 

Entrepreneurs in the two states have promoted 
cannabis right into the mainstream. Cannabis 
sommeliers are offering dining experiences, 
cannabis cooking classes and a range of 
cannabis-infused products endorsed by 
celebrities like Snoop Dogg.  

DID YOU KNOW?

• THC (Tetrahydrocannabinol) is the 

principal psychoactive constituent 

extracted from the cannabis plant.

• 5 mg is the approximate amount of THC 

required to produce a light buzz – equal  

to a glass of wine or a can of beer. 

• CBD (Cannabidiol) is a naturally occurring 

cannabinoid constituent of cannabis. It 

does not have intoxicating effects like 

those caused by THC and is used to treat 

various health issues.

So, does legal cannabis lead to a decrease  
in alcohol sales? It is possible. 

In 2017, Aspen became the first city in the 
US where cannabis sales overtook alcohol. 
A widely reported study by Georgia State 
University found further evidence:

“12.4% reported reduction in  
alcohol sales in US counties with  

medical cannabis”

The paper also showed that provisions on 
collective cultivation and open dispensaries 
caused a decrease in alcohol sales by 32  
and 25 percent, respectively.

If these results hold up across different states 
and countries, it is conceivable that legal 
cannabis can become the biggest disruptor  
of the alcohol industry since Prohibition. 

https://news.gsu.edu/2017/12/12/medical-marijuana-laws-associated-decreased-alcohol-consumption-study-finds/
https://news.gsu.edu/2017/12/12/medical-marijuana-laws-associated-decreased-alcohol-consumption-study-finds/


Beer Alternatives 
Due to its low alcohol content 

and consumption in casual 

moments, beer is a good 

candidate for extension 

into THC/CBD versions. The 

category seems to have the 

largest number of new products 

backed by established drinks 

industry players. 

IN THE  
NEWS....

MOMENTS OF WONDER
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Wine Alternatives
The more indulgent nature 

of wine consumption also 

lends itself to innovation with 

cannabis. Several cannabis-

infused drinks brands already 

exist, pushing the boundaries  

of what ‘wine’ is. 

Infused Spirits 
Spirits are valued for their 

distinctive flavours and 

high alcohol content. Their 

characteristics don’t allow 

for complete replacement 

with cannabis, so brands are 

exploring infusions instead. 

Heineken’s Lagunitas launches non-alcoholic 

cannabis ‘sparkling water’ infused with THC
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THE LEGAL CANNABIS OPPORTUNITY

The drinks industry is well suited to seize the legal cannabis market opportunity. Even though 
the bulk of cannabis is consumed via smoking, THC and CBD cannabis extracts can be added to 
drinks of all kinds, opening the door to a new world of flavours and occasions. Drinks industry 
expertise in brand building and distribution will be very useful in realising the full potential of 
this new category. 

Here is Wonderworks’ edit of notable drinks created with various cannabis products…

George Washington’s  

Secret Stash IPA

Marijuana-infused non-alcoholic 

beer hits the shelves in Las Vegas

IN THE  
NEWS....

Rebel Coast Non-Alcoholic  

Sauvignon Blanc

Mary Jane CBD  

infused ‘wine’

Sparkling Cranberry Rose  

with THC 

IN THE  
NEWS....

Cannabis Infused vodka by  

Humboldt Distillery in California

Left Coast  

Hemp Vodka

Monks Mary Jane  

hemp-infused gin

October 2018

https://www.thedrinksbusiness.com/2018/06/heineken-has-launched-a-non-alcoholic-cannabis-beer-under-the-lagunitas-brand/
https://reason.com/archives/2018/07/27/hemp-beer-pot-brewery-dank-cbd-thc
https://wwd.com/business-news/retail/selfridges-eyewear-department-new-accessories-hall-1202772019/
https://thenudge.com/london-things-to-do/moet-summer-house/
https://thenudge.com/london-things-to-do/moet-summer-house/
https://thenudge.com/london-things-to-do/moet-summer-house/
https://www.thedrinksbusiness.com/2018/06/moet-and-chandons-london-pop-up-is-hosting-live-shows-with-edith-bowman-and-paloma-faith/
https://www.thedrinksbusiness.com/2018/06/heineken-has-launched-a-non-alcoholic-cannabis-beer-under-the-lagunitas-brand/
https://reason.com/archives/2018/07/27/hemp-beer-pot-brewery-dank-cbd-thc
https://www.thespiritsbusiness.com/2018/02/pinkster-gin-taps-into-bag-in-box-trend/
https://www.thespiritsbusiness.com/2018/02/top-10-must-try-pink-spirits/8/
https://www.thespiritsbusiness.com/2018/02/top-10-must-try-pink-spirits/8/
https://www.thespiritsbusiness.com/2018/02/top-10-must-try-pink-spirits/8/
https://www.thespiritsbusiness.com/2018/01/edinburgh-gin-revamps-valentines-inspired-bottle/
https://news3lv.com/news/local/marijuana-infused-non-alcoholic-beer-hits-the-shelves-in-las-vegas
https://www.forbes.com/sites/thomaspellechia/2018/08/20/rebel-coast-cannabis-infused-sauvignon-blanc-may-be-a-harbinger/#1c3d5ebd6bf8
https://www.maryjanewines.com/
https://www.lagrandeur.co/
https://www.mnn.com/food/beverages/blogs/this-cannabis-infused-vodka-tastes-more-like-gin-and-wont-get-you-high
http://victoriadistillers.com/
http://monksgin.co.za/
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Growing public acceptance and wider 
availability of legal cannabis are likely to 
pose real challenges to the alcoholic drinks 
industry in the upcoming decades.

Cannabis offers a versatile alternative 
to alcohol that satisfies the fundamental 
consumer needs of relaxation, indulgence  
and socialising. The initial research conducted 
by Georgia State University indicates 
that cannabis and alcohol act ‘as strong 
substitutes in the marketplace’, which means 
competition in the drinks industry is about  
to get tougher.     

Mainstream alcohol categories such as beer 
and wine are likely to experience additional 
competition in markets where cannabis has 
been made legal. Research shows that the 
severity of the impact will be linked to just 
how lax laws in the markets turn out to be. 

Premium spirits and fine wine are less likely 
to be affected in the short term, but one 
should not underestimate the versatility of 
THC; the substance is increasingly limited 
only by the inventiveness of product 
designers, and it may hold solutions fit for 
the premium category as well. THC-infused 
chocolate truffles, anyone? 

WE WONDER
Wonderworks’ opinion

Will Legal Cannabis Impact the 
Alcoholic Drinks Industry? 

How Should Marketers Respond? 

The first step that drinks industry professionals 
should take is to pay close attention to cannabis 
legalisation and product development in their 
markets. As seen in the US, a single legislative 
decision can have a radical and swift effect 
on the broader drinks market.  

Second, it is worth gaining a deeper 
understanding of the fundamental reasons 
that attract consumers to cannabis. The 
perception of cannabis as a drug used only 
by social rebels and the lower classes is 
no longer true. In US states that have fully 
legalised cannabis, it’s clear that it has broad 
appeal to various audiences for different 
reasons – ranging from recreation to health. 
Realising the full potential of cannabis can 
unlock large opportunities for new product 
innovation. 

Third, successful drinks brands that are 
looking to defend their growth in legal 
cannabis markets would be wise to  
re-examine the unique value that they deliver 
to their consumers. Despite the changing 
times, drinks culture is not going away any 
time soon – but it will need to learn how to 
coexist with another alternative at the table. 

If you would like to discuss the opportunities explored in this 

trend report further, please email hello@wearewonderworks.com  

What do People in the Drinks Industry Think? 

Kent Landers, Coca-Cola spokesman, Sep 2018

“We are closely watching the growth of  
non-psychoactive CBD as an ingredient  
in functional wellness beverages around  
the world”

Kent Landers, Coca-Cola spokesman, Sep 2018

Matt Shattock, Chairman & CEO of Beam Suntory, 

Feb 2018 

“It needs to become regulated and operate 
to the same standards as our industry does”

Matt Shattock, Chairman & CEO,  

Beam Suntory, Feb 2018

“The idea of  being a part of  a no-calorie 
beverage infused with cannabis seemed 
like a perfect next step in our product 
innovation, and a natural way to marry  
our past with our future”

Maria Stipp, Lagunitas CEO,  

Heineken International, June 2018  

“[talking about cannabis] An emerging 
market that is predicted to become a 
significant consumer category in the future”

Rob Sands, CEO Constellation Brands, Oct 2017
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Specialists in premium drinks brands.{ {

www.wearewonderworks.com

http://www.wearewonderworks.com/

	Button 67: 
	Button 68: 
	Button 70: 
	Button 86: 
	Button 92: 
	Button 98: 
	Button 96: 
	Button 97: 
	Button 101: 
	Button 100: 
	Button 99: 
	Button 104: 
	Button 103: 
	Button 102: 


