
 

 
 
 

                                TECHNICAL UPDATE 
 
  
                            “New Drug Use vs. Residual Excretion”: 
 
       Normalization of Cannabinoid Levels to Creatinine Concentrations 
 
     Interpretation of cannabinoid test results is complicated by the lengthy detection time 
after a person ingests marijuana.  Chronic marijuana users can continue to test positive 
for cannabinoids up to 30 days after cessation from smoking. 
 
     If a patient is tested on a periodic basis the levels of cannabinoids detected in the 
patient’s urine can appear to fluctuate depending on time of day, state of hydration, and 
other factors.  If the cannabinoids level is normalized to creatinine, the apparent levels are 
able to be interpreted in a more reliable manner.1  Based on research reported by Huestis 
and Cone the predictability of whether a patient has experienced new drug use is 
possible.2  The cannabinoids to creatinine ratio is compared in timed serial samples.  If 
the ratio increases by 50 %, a new drug use is indicated.  Depending on the consequences 
to the patient, the following guidelines should be followed: 
   
1) If the patient is in a clinical situation, the ratios of the cannabinoids screening 

results to creatinine are useful indicators of recent drug use. 
2) If the donor is in a forensic situation and the results could effect their liberty or 

livelihood, the ratios of the GC/MS analyses for delta-9-carboxy-THC to creatinine 
provide a more reliable indicator of recent drug use. 

 
If you have any questions about these matters, please contact one of the Ammon    
Analytical Laboratory’s Forensic Toxicology Staff at your earliest convenience. 
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