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Marijuana has been consistently ranked as the most commonly detected illicit drug for more 
than three decades. In the United States, national polls highlight relaxing attitudes toward 
the drug and data indicates that marijuana use in society is up. According to the National 
Survey on Drug Use and Health, in 2015, an estimated 22.2 million Americans, aged 12 or older, 
were current users of marijuana, representing 8.3% of the total population. In 2016, Quest 
Diagnostics reported that 44% of all positive drug tests for the general U.S. workforce showed 
evidence of marijuana usage, according to the Quest Diagnostics Drug Testing IndexTM (DTI). 
The latest DTI data showed that marijuana positivity is increasing dramatically in all three drug 
test specimen types in the American workforce and the rate continues to climb. 

22.2 million 
Americans aged 12 or  
older were current users  
of marijuana in 2015 or

8.3% 
of the total population

44%
 of positive

drug tests for any  
substance showed  
evidence of marijuana

75% increase 
from 2012

increase 
from 2012157%25% increase 

from 2012

Urine testing Oral fluid testing Hair testing

0.5%

1.0%

1.5%

2.0%

2.5%
Marijuana

20162015201420132012

2%

4%

6%

8%

10%
Marijuana

20162015201420132012

2%

4%

6%

8%
Marijuana

20162015201420132012

Increase in marijuana positivity rates in the U.S. general workforce

Marijuana detection using oral 
fluid drug testing

Overview

About marijuana

State legislation

Screening 
for marijuana

Superior marijuana 
detection

Summary



Marijuana detection using oral fluid drug testing

About marijuana
Marijuana is the product of the hemp plant, Cannabis sativa, which contains the psychoactive 
chemical delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) and other related compounds. It has been the most 
widely used illicit drug in the U.S. since 1975, according to the National Institute of Drug Abuse. 
Under federal law, it is classified as a Schedule I drug, a category for substances or chemicals 
with no currently accepted medical use and a high potential for abuse. 

Marijuana is typically smoked using cigarettes or pipes, but it can also be mixed into edibles 
and drinks. Additionally, potent oils and waxes can be extracted from the Cannabis plant. 
Effects of marijuana use can include distorted senses, impaired judgment, lack of balance 
and coordination, increased appetite, elevated heart rate, and sometimes anxiety and panic. 
Research studies have shown that marijuana use can cause impairment, and can impact reaction 
times, concentration, task performance, and driving. In contrast, information from dose-
controlled human studies on the benefits of the marijuana plant, as well as its materials and 
chemicals, is more limited. Recently, the federal government relaxed some restrictions to allow 
researchers to study more strains of marijuana and its therapeutic effects on specific medical 
conditions. The U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has not determined that marijuana is 
safe or effective for treating any health problems.

*Gallup poll, July 2017
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Marijuana detection using oral fluid drug testing

State legislation
In 1996, medical marijuana became legal in California, and since that time many states have enacted 
similar laws. As of September 2017, 29 states and the District of Columbia have medical marijuana 
laws on the books. Eight states permitting medical marijuana have also passed recreational use 
laws. An additional 15 states have low THC/high cannabidiol (CBD) laws for limited medical purposes. 
That said, these statutes are inconsistent between states, and state laws regarding marijuana use 
are being revised on a regular basis. Marijuana remains a Schedule I Controlled Substance under 
Federal law.

Colorado and Washington became the first states to legalize recreational marijuana use in 2012. This 
legislation captured the attention of the media, government, and general population, all of whom 
have been eagerly watching to determine the impact. In 2016, for the first time since the recreational 
statutes took effect, the overall urine positivity rate for marijuana in these two states outpaced 
the national average. The increase was more pronounced in Colorado, which saw an 11% increased 
positivity rate, compared with Washington, where the rate increased by 9%. In contrast, the national 
positivity rate for marijuana in general U.S. workforce urine testing increased only 4%.

“We have been tracking the trends in marijuana positivity in states that have passed medical and 
recreational marijuana use statutes for several years now. 2016 is the first year since Colorado and 
Washington approved recreational use that the rates of year-over-year change were sharply higher 
than the national average,” said Barry Sample, Ph.D., Senior Director of Science and Technology at 
Quest Diagnostics Employer Solutions. 
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Screening for marijuana
Employers face challenges as states continue to legalizing marijuana, although it remains illegal 
under federal law. Currently, there are no restrictions limiting an employer’s ability to drug test for 
marijuana, although there may be limitations on permissible disciplinary action that an employer 
may take if an employee is using the drug in accordance with that state’s marijuana laws. It 
should be noted that these limitations do not apply to federally-mandated (e.g. U.S. Department 
of Transportation or DOT) testing. Also, current laws do not require an employer to accommodate 
on-duty drug use or prohibit an employer from taking action if an employee is working under the 
influence of marijuana. 

Our analysis showed that in 2016 more than 99% of all urine workplace drug tests performed by 
Quest Diagnostics continue to screen for marijuana as a part of the drug testing panel despite 
state marijuana laws. Generally, the state medical and recreational use statutes impact a 
very small number of employees at most employer locations. Nonetheless, employers should 
remain educated on how new and existing legislation can impact company drug testing policies 
and procedures, drug testing program administration, and how drug test results are handled. 
A substance abuse policy should be clearly written, comply with all applicable laws, and be 
consistently applied to the workforce.

*According to a survey by the Society of Human Resource Management (SHRM)
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Superior marijuana detection
In 2011, our scientific experts launched Oral-Eze®, an oral fluid collection 
and testing system using patented technology. Its design emphasizes 
accuracy and quality control for both screening and confirmation drug 
testing. Oral-Eze features a built-in sample adequacy indicator to 
show the test administrator that a sufficient amount of oral fluid has 
been collected during an observed collection. The proprietary buffer 
preservative solution of Oral-Eze ensures drug stability which increases 
accuracy in testing. Additionally, specimen validity testing is performed 
on every specimen to ensure that sample contains albumin, a naturally 
occurring substance in human oral fluid/saliva.

One of the key benefits of oral 
fluid drug testing is its ability 
to detect the presence of drugs 
almost immediately after use. 
More specifically, a laboratory-
based oral fluid drug test can 
detect recent drug use for up to 
24 to 48 hours. While oral fluid 
testing has a slightly shorter 
window of detection than urine, 

it demonstrates a higher positivity rate for almost all drugs and more than 
twice the positivity rate for marijuana. Another important advantage is 
that oral fluid collections are observed, helping to reduce the opportunity 
for a donor to alter or tamper with their drug test specimen. 
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Marijuana detection using oral fluid drug testing

Data from the Drug Testing Index began revealing markedly higher marijuana positivity in laboratory-
based oral fluid starting in 2013, the same year that Quest Diagnostics exclusively tested oral fluid 
using the Oral-Eze system. Since that time, marijuana positivity rates have skyrocketed from 5.1% in 
2013 to 8.9% in 2016 in oral fluid. The uptick was attributed to factors, such as greater marijuana use 
by the public, observed collections that reduced the opportunity for a donor to tamper with the drug 
test, and scientifically-based advancements using Oral-Eze. 

In addition, a study was published in the Journal of Analytical Toxicology, which investigated 
the performance of oral fluid test devices in detecting THC after routine drug test collection, 
transport, and laboratory testing. Drug stability after collection is important, because it impacts 
the interpretation of results and the reproducibility of testing, which can vary depending upon the 
device and the preservative system, if any, used. Oral-Eze demonstrated consistent recovery and 
remarkable THC stability in the research, attesting to the device’s ability to detect the presence of 
THC in oral fluid.

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Washington 1.94% 2.38% 2.75% 2.82% 3.08%

Colorado 1.92% 2.30% 2.62% 2.60% 2.90%

General U.S. Workforce 2.00% 2.10% 2.40% 2.40% 2.50%

Colorado and Washington marijuana positivity increased at a faster rate than the national average
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Summary
In conclusion, marijuana positivity continues to increase across the country, partly due to 
changing societal views about its usage, as well as the increasing number of states passing 
legislation liberalizing its use. In spite of these trends, companies can remain committed 
to keeping marijuana use out of the workforce and can still screen job applicants and 
employees. Simply stated, there are currently no prohibitions on testing workers for 
marijuana.

A clearly written drug testing policy that complies with current local and federal laws 
remains paramount. The policy should detail who is tested, what drug test specimen type 
is used, and the consequences of a violation. Finally, stay informed about marijuana issues 
such as legislation, trends in use, and testing technology in your efforts to maintain a safe, 
healthy, drug-free workplace.  
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