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IMPLICATIONS FOR COOPERATIVE EXTENSION. Several Family and Consumer Science programs have the goal of preventing child maltreatment or other poor developmental outcomes and, in turn, strengthening families. Issues regarding child abuse, parenting and substance abuse were noted as priorities for many counties in the Fall 2002 Listening Sessions. Understanding of these issues can assist Extension Educators with applying prevention and education information and programs to parents and communities.

Objective

The purpose of this study was to understand the influences of stressful or traumatic childhood experiences on the initiation and development of drug abuse.

Methodology

The study examined the association between illicit drug use and 10 categories of adverse childhood experiences (ACE’s): abuse (physical, emotional or sexual); neglect (physical or emotional); and growing up with household substance abuse, criminality of household members, mental illness among household members, and parental discord and illicit drug use.  A cumulative total ACE score was also tabulated. 

A retrospective cohort study of 8,613 adults who attended a primary care clinic in California completed a survey about childhood abuse, neglect, and household dysfunction, illicit drug use, and other health-related issues. The main outcomes measured were self-reported use of illicit drugs, drug use problems and addiction, and the age of initiating drug use during 3 categories: 14 years old and less, 15-18 years old, or older 18 through adulthood. The study examined four birth cohorts dating back to 1900.

Results

Each of the 10 categories of ACE’s increased the likelihood for early initiation of illicit drug use two- to four-fold. Compared with people with no ACE’s, people with five or less ACE’s were 7 to 10 times more likely to report illicit drug use problems and addiction. The ACE score had a strong inclining relationship to the risk of drug initiation from early adolescence (strongest for initiation by age 14) and into adulthood, as well as to problems with drug use and addiction.  The ACE’s seem to account for one-half to two-thirds of serious problems with drug use.  The data are similar to other population-based studies suggesting that the findings are applicable to other settings.  
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Conclusions

The study shows a strong link between negative childhood experiences and illicit drug use later in life. The more negative events people experience during their childhood (e.g., abuse, parental incarceration, domestic violence), the more likely they are to initiate drug use at an early age, have drug problems, be addicted to drugs, or use intravenous drugs in adulthood. 

Since the results were similar for all of the cohorts dating back to 1900, the results suggest that the effects of adverse childhood experiences transcend societal changes such as increased availability of drugs, social attitudes toward drugs, and recent massive expenditures and public information campaigns to prevent drug use.  The researchers conclude that efforts to effectively reduce drug use must address these types of common, stressful, and disturbing childhood experiences. The results speak directly to the need for, and the benefits of, efforts to prevent child maltreatment.
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