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THE STUDY FOUND A STRONG LINK 
BETWEEN CHILDHOOD PHYSICAL 
ABUSE AND THE INITIATION OF 
INJECTION DRUG USE.

• Childhood maltreatment can have emotional and psychological effects such as depression, 
anxiety, and low self-esteem. For many young people, these effects combine to create a situation 
in which coping skills and resources are not adequate for the high-risk situations in which they 
find themselves, thereby increasing their vulnerability to activities such as injection drug use.

• To learn more about the link between childhood trauma and injection drug use, a study was 
conducted to assess the relationship between five forms of childhood maltreatment and injection 
drug use initiation among high-risk youth.

• Participants in the study, recruited between September 2005 and November 2007, were street-
involved youth ages 14 to 26 who had recently used illicit drugs other than marijuana. 

• Study participants completed the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire, a standardized measure 
for assessing five forms of childhood maltreatment: physical, sexual, and emotional abuse, and 
physical and emotional neglect. 

CHILDHOOD PHYSICAL ABUSE LINKED TO INJECTION DRUG USE 
AMONG HIGH-RISK YOUTH

IMPLICATIONS

• Among the 560 participants, 278 (49.6%) reported emotional abuse, 
256 (45.7%) reported physical neglect, 228 (40.7%) reported physical 
abuse, 200 (35.7%) reported emotional neglect, and 150 (26.8%) 
reported sexual abuse.

• After considering various factors such as age, gender, and ethnicity, 
along with the five forms of childhood maltreatment, the study found 
a strong link between childhood physical abuse and the initiation of 
injection drug use.

• Sexual abuse, however, was not associated with injection drug use 
initiation.

• Interestingly, the study also found that participants with parents who 
used illicit drugs were less likely to have begun using injection drugs.

• The findings of this research point to the need for continued efforts 
to reduce the incidence of childhood maltreatment as a means of 
preventing the initiation of injection drug use and other adverse 
health outcomes.
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