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A Rapidly Expanding Industry Facing a New Kind of Challenge

The cannabis industry has evolved from a niche market into one of the fastest-growing sectors in North
America, generating billions of dollars in revenue and creating tens of thousands of jobs. Yet behind the
impressive growth and innovation lies a pressing issue — a deepening safety divide between cannabis
business owners and their employees.

As new businesses emerge and existing ones scale rapidly, safety protocols and workplace protections have
not always kept pace. The unique blend of agriculture, manufacturing, retail, and laboratory work within
cannabis operations introduces a variety of occupational hazards, from chemical exposure and ergonomic
strain to workplace violence and mental health stressors.

While most employers recognize the need for compliance and safety training, many small cannabis
businesses lack the resources, expertise, or infrastructure to maintain comprehensive programs. Employees,
on the other hand, often feel their voices are not being heard when it comes to reporting unsafe conditions or
raising safety concerns — a disconnect that threatens both workforce morale and business sustainability.

Understanding the Cannabis Workplace: A Complex Mix of Risks

Unlike traditional industries that have long-established safety frameworks, cannabis businesses operate at the
intersection of agriculture, pharmaceuticals, and retail, each with its own regulatory complexities. Workers
across cultivation, processing, and dispensary operations face distinct risks that can vary widely depending
on the facility and job type.

Cultivation staff often deal with exposure to pesticides, mold, and allergens. Repetitive tasks like
trimming can lead to carpal tunnel syndrome or back strain. 
Extraction technicians handle volatile chemicals and high-pressure systems that can cause fires,
explosions, or respiratory issues if improperly managed. 
Retail employees face increased risks of armed robbery and workplace violence, as many dispensaries
still operate in cash-heavy environments due to banking restrictions. 
Administrative and delivery personnel face hazards such as road safety, stress, and burnout,
particularly in high-volume operations. 



According to the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH), cannabis workers
experience an increasing number of workplace injuries, often stemming from a lack of consistent training,
poor communication, and unclear safety oversight.

Employer Perspective: Compliance Over Culture

Many small cannabis employers approach safety through the lens of compliance — ensuring they meet
Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) requirements and state regulations. But compliance
does not always equal culture.

The pressure to stay profitable in a competitive and highly regulated market often leads small business
owners to prioritize productivity and cost efficiency over proactive safety investments. Limited budgets can
delay equipment upgrades, safety audits, or the hiring of dedicated safety officers.

Additionally, the patchwork of federal and state regulations adds confusion. Since cannabis remains federally
illegal, there is no standardized national framework for workplace safety specific to the industry. This
regulatory void leaves small businesses to interpret guidelines themselves, leading to inconsistent
implementation and enforcement.

For some employers, safety becomes a checkbox exercise — an obligation rather than an integral part of
operations.

Employee Perspective: Feeling Unheard and Unprotected

Employees, especially frontline workers in cultivation and production facilities, often view safety through a
different lens. For them, the issue is not just about compliance but about daily comfort, health, and security.

In surveys conducted by industry watchdogs and labor organizations, cannabis employees frequently report
concerns about inadequate training, lack of protective gear, and insufficient communication channels for
reporting hazards.

Many fear retaliation if they raise issues, particularly in smaller operations where management and
ownership are closely tied. Others express frustration over inconsistent safety standards between locations or
shifts.

As one cultivation worker in Colorado noted in a recent industry report, “We work with powerful lights,
chemicals, and sharp tools every day — but our safety training lasted less than 30 minutes. When I asked
about protective gear, I was told to bring my own gloves.”

This disconnect highlights a growing divide between employer intent and employee experience — a divide
that can erode trust, increase turnover, and impact the overall quality of operations.

The Role of Regulation and Labor Advocacy in Shaping Safer Workplaces

As the cannabis industry matures, regulators and advocacy groups are beginning to take worker safety more
seriously. Several states, including California, Colorado, and Massachusetts, have developed industry-
specific occupational health standards, covering everything from chemical handling to indoor air quality.

However, enforcement remains inconsistent, and many small businesses are unaware of or unprepared to
meet evolving requirements. Labor organizations such as the United Food and Commercial Workers
(UFCW) have started to unionize cannabis employees, pushing for standardized safety protocols, fair wages,
and whistleblower protections.



The American Society of Safety Professionals (ASSP) has also begun developing best practices tailored to
cannabis operations, emphasizing risk assessments, personal protective equipment (PPE), and incident
reporting.

These efforts mark important steps toward closing the safety divide, but success depends on employers
embracing not just compliance — but a culture of care.

Bridging the Divide: Building a Culture of Safety and Accountability

Closing the safety gap in the cannabis industry requires collaboration between employers, employees, and
regulators. Small business owners, in particular, can take several proactive steps to protect workers and
promote a culture of accountability:

1. Invest in comprehensive training programs — Go beyond basic OSHA requirements. Offer regular
safety workshops, refreshers, and hands-on training tailored to each role. 

2. Establish clear communication channels — Encourage open dialogue where workers can report
hazards or near-misses without fear of retaliation. 

3. Adopt written safety policies — Document and distribute clear procedures for chemical handling,
personal protection, and emergency response. 

4. Designate a safety coordinator — Even in small businesses, one dedicated team member can oversee
compliance, track incidents, and monitor ongoing risks. 

5. Incorporate employee feedback — Workers are the first to notice unsafe conditions; their insights
should inform decision-making. 

6. Leverage technology — Digital safety management tools can automate inspections, training reminders,
and compliance tracking. 

7. Recognize and reward safety performance — Celebrate teams that achieve safety milestones or
innovate solutions to reduce workplace risk. 

When safety becomes part of the company’s identity — not just a line item — employees feel valued and
engaged, and business operations become more resilient.

Mental Health and Wellbeing: The Often Overlooked Side of Safety

Physical safety is only one part of the equation. Cannabis employees frequently report high levels of stress,
burnout, and mental fatigue, especially in customer-facing or cultivation roles with repetitive tasks.

Experts suggest that promoting mental health awareness and work-life balance is just as important as
addressing physical hazards. Offering access to counseling, flexible scheduling, or wellness initiatives can
greatly improve morale and retention.

By treating mental health as part of workplace safety, cannabis businesses can build more compassionate,
stable work environments that benefit everyone.

The Future of Safety in Cannabis: From Compliance to Compassion

As the cannabis industry continues to expand, the companies that will thrive are those that view safety not as
a burden but as a competitive advantage. A strong safety culture reduces turnover, minimizes costly
incidents, and enhances brand reputation in an industry where trust is paramount.

Bridging the employer-employee safety divide will require investment, education, and empathy — but the
payoff is significant. When cannabis workers feel protected, respected, and empowered, the entire industry



benefits.

The future of cannabis isn’t just about growth; it’s about growing responsibly.
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