
BACKGROUND & METHOD

FINDINGS

SUMMARY

QUICK FACT

THOSE WHO HAD SKIN INFECTIONS 
WERE MORE LIKELY TO BE WOMEN, 
TO BE WITHOUT ADEQUATE 
HOUSING, TO BORROW SYRINGES, 
TO NEED HELP INJECTING, OR TO 
INJECT COCAINE AT LEAST DAILY.

• Skin infections such as abscesses and cellulitis are a common and preventable health problem 
for many injection drug users. These infections can be very serious—even life-threatening—and 
they are often the reason why injection drug users seek medical attention at hospital emergency 
departments.

• This study examined the rate of skin infection among injection drug users. 
• The study was conducted over a two-year period and involved more than a thousand clients of 

Insite, Vancouver’s medically supervised injecting facility.

SKIN INFECTIONS A HEALTH CONCERN FOR INJECTION DRUG USERS

IMPLICATIONS

• This study found that certain injection drug users are more likely than 
others to acquire skin infections. 

• At any given time during the study period, between 6% and 10% of the 
participants had skin infections. 

• The study found that those who had skin infections were more likely 
to be women, to be without adequate housing, to borrow syringes, to 
need help injecting, or to inject cocaine at least daily.

• Previous studies in other parts of the world have shown that the rate 
of skin infections among injection drug users is typically between 10% 
and 30%.

• The participants in this study were all Insite clients, and the lower rate 
of skin infections among this group could be a result of the medical 
care and treatment that Insite provides.

• Expanding existing community services to include care for wounds 
and skin infections, especially for those most at risk, might be a 
feasible, cost effective way to improve health and reduce the strain on 
hospital emergency departments.
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