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Abstract
Although previous research documents high rates of child abuse, street victimization, and 
substance use among homeless youth, few studies have investigated these three con-
structs simultaneously, and thus little is known about how various forms of victimization 
are uniquely associated with substance use among this population. The purpose of this 
article is to examine the relationship among child sexual and physical abuse, street vic-
timization, and partner violence with substance use among 172 homeless young adults. 
Path analysis results revealed that males and those who reported parental drug prob-
lems were significantly more likely to have higher rates of substance use. Those who 
suffered more childhood physical and sexual abuse and those who experienced more 
types of relationship violence were more likely to report greater frequency of substance 
use. The intersection of various forms of victimization with substance use may have im-
portant implications for service providers working with this population. 
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Substance use among homeless youth and young adults has been found to be 
extensive: More than 75% have used alcohol (Bailey, Camlin, & Ennett, 1998; 
Greene, Ennett, & Ringwalt, 1997; Walls & Bell, 2011) and/or marijuana (Bous-
man et al., 2005; Martino et al., 2011) within their lifetime. The use of illicit 
drugs including crack cocaine and hallucinogens is also common (Bailey et 
al., 1998; Baron, 1999; Kral, Molnar, Booth, & Watters, 1997; Rice, Milburn, 
& Monro, 2011). Runaway and/or homeless youth tend to have higher rates 
of substance use compared to their nonhomeless counterparts (Fors & Rojek, 
1991; Greene et al., 1997; Kipke, Montgomery, & MacKenzie, 1993; Rosenthal, 
Moore, & Buzwell, 1994; Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Admin-
istration, 2004), with drug and alcohol use 2 to 3 times more prevalent among 
homeless compared to nonhomeless youth (Fors & Rojek, 1991; Kipke et al., 
1993). These rates also need to be considered within the context of homeless 
youths’ lives: These young people often report growing up with parents and/
or caretakers who misuse alcohol and/or drugs (Fors & Rojek, 1991; Ginzler, 
Cochran, Domenech-Rodriguez, Cauce, & Whitbeck, 2003), which may con-
tribute to youths’ higher rates of substance use. In addition, homeless youth 
experience high rates of child abuse (Stoltz et al., 2007; Tyler & Cauce, 2002), 
physical and/or sexual victimization on the street (Kipke, Simon, Montgom-
ery, Unger, & Iversen, 1997; Tyler, Hoyt, Whitbeck, & Cauce, 2001; Tyler, Me-
lander, & Noel, 2009), and partner violence (Slesnick, Erdem, Collins, Patton, 
& Buettner, 2010; Tyler et al., 2009). 

Given the negative family environments of many homeless young people 
(e.g., child abuse, parental substance misuse) and their experiences since being 
on the street (e.g., sexual victimization, partner violence), some individuals may 
use drugs and/or alcohol as a way to cope with proximal and distal events. Al-
though research on homeless youth and young adults reveals high rates of sub-
stance use as well as extensive histories of abuse and victimization, there is a 
paucity of research among this population that has examined the intersection 
of these three constructs despite their co-occurrence (see Begle et al., 2011; Lo, 
Kim, & Church, 2008). As such, the purpose of this article is to examine the re-
lationship between child sexual and physical abuse, street victimization, and 
partner violence with substance use among a sample of homeless young adults. 

Literature Review

Prevalence of Substance Use

A recent study of 13- to 24-year-old homeless young people found past-
30- day usage rates to be 68% for alcohol and 66% for marijuana (Wenzel, 
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Tucker, Golinelli, Green, & Zhou, 2010). Another recent study of similarly 
aged homeless youth found alcohol and marijuana usage rates of 69% and 
58%, respectively, whereas lifetime methamphetamine use and cocaine use 
were 34% and 30%, respectively (Rice et al., 2011). These prevalence rates of 
substance use are generally consistent with older literature on homeless youth 
(Greene et al., 1997). In addition to high prevalence rates, research also finds 
that many homeless youth meet diagnostic criteria for alcohol or drug use de-
pendency (Johnson, Whitbeck, & Hoyt, 2005; Kipke, Montgomery, Simon, & 
Iverson, 1997). For example, approximately 61% of homeless youth met life-
time criteria for a substance abuse disorder, and males were more likely to 
meet lifetime criteria compared to females (Johnson et al., 2005). Similarly, 
Kipke, Montgomery, et al. (1997) found that 71% of their sample of homeless 
youth met diagnostic criteria for either a drug or alcohol abuse disorder. Un-
derstanding the underlying mechanisms associated with homeless youths’ 
substance use is critical because long-term use may result in substance abuse 
disorders, which have been found to be comorbid with other mental disor-
ders (Johnson et al., 2005). 

Family Substance Use

Family members are an important influence in initially promoting sub-
stance use among some homeless youth (Baron, 1999; Tyler & Johnson, 2006). 
Tyler and Johnson (2006) found that almost 23% of homeless young adults re-
ported that a family member was the first person to offer and/or encourage 
their use of alcohol, marijuana, or a particular drug and thus was responsi-
ble for their initiation into substance use. In addition, many homeless youth 
come from families where a mother and/or a father have substance use prob-
lems. Fors and Rojek (1991) found that a large portion of their homeless sam-
ple was raised in family environments where rates of parental substance use 
were exceedingly high. Similarly, Ginzler et al. (2003) reported that a large 
percentage of homeless youth had either a father (55%) or mother (46%) with 
substance use problems. Because having a parent with substance use prob-
lems may be related to youths’ future use of substances (Stein, Leslie, & Nya-
mathi, 2002), it is particularly important to examine the relationship between 
parental and youth substance use in the context of other risk factors includ-
ing victimization experiences. 

Child Abuse

A history of child abuse is a risk factor for sexual and/or physical vic-
timization on the street among homeless youth (Chen, Thrane, Whitbeck, 
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Johnson, & Hoyt, 2007; Melander & Tyler, 2010; Tyler et al., 2001; Whitbeck, 
Hoyt, Yoder, Cauce, & Paradise, 2001) as well as a risk factor for partner 
violence among homeless populations (Bassuk, Dawson, Huntington, 2006; 
Brown & Bassuk, 1997; Melander & Tyler, 2010; Slesnick et al., 2010; Tyler et 
al., 2009). In addition, univariate results show that a history of sexual abuse 
is related to alcohol and/or drug use among homeless youth (Rew, Taylor- 
Seehafer, & Fitzgerald, 2001). Multivariate studies of homeless youth have 
also found a link between physical and/or sexual abuse and substance use, 
although the association was indirect via delinquent peers (Chen, Tyler, Whit-
beck, & Hoyt, 2004; McMorris, Tyler, Whitbeck, & Hoyt, 2002) and other 
mediators including deviant subsistence strategies (e.g., stealing or robbing 
someone) and survival sex (Chen et al., 2004), which is the exchange of sex 
for specific items such as food, shelter, or money deemed necessary for sur-
vival by the youth. 

Street Victimization and Partner Violence

Given the paucity of research on partner violence among homeless youth 
and young adults, little is known about the outcomes with this population. Ex-
isting research on homeless young adults has found that being a perpetrator of 
partner violence is positively associated with sexual victimization on the street 
and more severe substance use, whereas being a victim of partner violence is 
positively correlated with more severe substance use (Tyler et al., 2009). Salo-
mon, Bassuk, and Huntington (2002) found that partner violence was a risk 
factor for illicit drug use among homeless and low-income women. Finally, 
among a sample of nonhomeless youth, Lo and colleagues (2008) reported that 
those who had experienced physical, sexual, or other victimization were more 
likely to have used drugs. Thus, according to Lo et al. drug use may be a cop-
ing behavior used to deal with the negative stimulus of victimization. Given 
that many homeless youth experience high rates of victimization both prior to 
leaving home and while on the street, they may be more likely to have a higher 
prevalence of substance use if they are using alcohol and/or drugs to cope with 
these negative experiences. 

Perceived Benefits of Alcohol and Drugs

Though it may appear counterintuitive, substance use may serve many ben-
eficial purposes for homeless young people: Certain drugs allow homeless in-
dividuals to stay awake for extended periods, which may lower their risk of 
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being victimized (Ayerst, 1999; Ginzler et al., 2003). In addition, some drugs 
may be used as a method of coping or relieving some of the daily stresses of 
street life (Kidd & Kral, 2002; Thompson, Rew, Barczyk, McCoy, & Mi-Sedhi, 
2009; Tyler & Johnson, 2006). As such, it is important to gain a better under-
standing of the link between various stressors (e.g., partner violence) and sub-
stance use among homeless youth. 

Theoretical Model

The current article utilizes a risk amplification model (Whitbeck, Hoyt, & Yoder, 
1999) in which early negative experiences (i.e., child sexual or physical abuse 
and parental drug problems) set in motion a negative chain of events that are 
related with more time spent on the street, which increases one’s risk for var-
ious forms of victimization and subsequently greater frequency of substance 
use. A fully recursive model was hypothesized (i.e., all possible paths are hy-
pothesized with the exception of reciprocal paths) to investigate the cumula-
tive effects of parental drug misuse, child abuse, and street victimization on 
substance use among homeless young adults. 

Hypotheses

Based on the above literature review, it was hypothesized that those who re-
port having a parent with a drug problem would be more likely to experience 
greater sexual and physical abuse, more sexual and physical victimization, and 
more partner violence compared to those without a parent with a drug prob-
lem. Related, youth who report having a parent with a drug problem will be 
more likely to have greater frequency of substance use. In addition, it was hy-
pothesized that experiencing more child abuse would be positively related to 
sexual and physical victimization and partner violence. Moreover, experiencing 
child abuse was expected to be both directly and indirectly related to substance 
use through victimization and partner violence. Because sexual and physical 
victimization are stressful life events and research finds that many individuals 
turn to alcohol and/or illicit drugs as a way to cope (Widom, Marmorstein, & 
Raskin White, 2006), it was hypothesized that experiencing more physical and 
sexual victimization and partner violence would lead to greater frequency of 
substance use. Because research reveals differences in rates of substance use by 
gender (Greene et al., 1997; Whitbeck & Hoyt, 1999), age (Greene et al., 1997), 
and race (Chen et al., 2004; Kipke et al., 1993; McMorris et al., 2002), the current 
model controls for these three demographic characteristics. 
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Method

Data are from the Homeless Young Adult Project, a pilot study designed to 
examine the effect of neglect and abuse histories on homeless young adults’ 
mental health and high-risk behaviors. From April 2004 through June 2005, 199 
young adults were interviewed in three Midwestern cities. Of this total, 144 
were homeless and 55 were housed at the time of the interview. Participants 
composing the housed sample were obtained via peer nominations from the 
homeless young adults. Despite being housed at the time of the interview, 28 
out of the 55 housed young adults had extensive histories of being homeless 
and had run away from home numerous times. The final sample included 172 
young adults who were homeless or had a history of running away and being 
homeless. The Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the first author’s institution 
approved this study. 

Three experienced interviewers who have worked on past projects dealing 
with at-risk young people, have served for several years in agencies and shel-
ters that support this group, and are very familiar with local street cultures 
(e.g., knowledgeable about where to locate young adults and where they con-
gregate) conducted interviews. In addition, all interviewers had completed 
the Collaborative IRB Training Initiative course for the protection of human 
respondents in research. Interviewers approached shelter residents and lo-
cated eligible respondents in areas where street young adults congregate. 
Study eligibility required young people to be between the ages of 19 and 26 
and homeless. Homeless was defined as those currently residing in a shelter 
or on the street and those living independently (e.g., with friends) because 
they had run away, had been pushed out, or had drifted out of their family 
of origin. Interviewers obtained informed consent from young adults prior to 
participation and told the young people about the confidentiality of the study 
and that their participation was voluntary. The interviews, which were con-
ducted in shelter interview rooms or quiet corners of fast food restaurants or 
coffee shops, lasted approximately 1 hour, and all participants received $25 
for their participation. Referrals for shelter, counseling services, and food ser-
vices were offered to the young adults at the time of the interview. Although 
field reporters did not formally tally screening rates, they reported that very 
few young adults (i.e., less than 5%) refused to participate. The response rate 
was based on the number of initial contacts, and our rate is consistent with 
that of previous research on homeless and runaway youth, which also finds 
exceptionally high rates (e.g., 95% and 93%, Cauce et al., 1998, and Whitbeck 
et al., 1999, respectively). 
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Measures

Dependent Variable

Substance use included 12 items that asked respondents how often they had 
drank beer, wine, or liquor or had used marijuana, crank, amphetamines, co-
caine, opiates, hallucinogens, barbiturates, inhalants, or designer drugs in the 
past year (α = .78). A mean scale was created (M = 0.55, SD = 0.48, skewness 
= 1.33), with a range of 0 = never to 4 = daily usage. Other research on home-
less populations using these same items reports similar reliabilities (α = .82 for 
males and .83 for females; Whitbeck et al., 1999). 

Independent Variables

Child abuse. Physical abuse included 16 individual items from the Conflict 
Tactics Scale (Straus, Hamby, Finkelhor, Moore, & Runyan, 1998). Respondents 
were asked to reflect on abusive experiences that occurred prior to age 18 and 
asked how frequently their caretaker, for example, shook them or kicked them 
hard (0 = never to 6 = more than 20 times). Individual items were summed such 
that a higher score indicated more physical abuse (α = .88). Sexual abuse in-
cluded seven items adapted from previous research with homeless young peo-
ple (Whitbeck & Simons, 1990). Respondents were asked, for example, how of-
ten an adult or someone at least 5 years older had touched them sexually on 
their butt, thigh, breast, or genitals before they were on their own and while 
they were younger than 18 (0 = never to 7 = more than once a day). The items were 
dichotomized (0 = never, 1 = at least once) and then summed such that a higher 
score indicated a greater number of different sexual abuse experiences (α = 
.88). Both of these scales have been shown to have excellent reliability among 
homeless populations (α = .88 for physical abuse—Whitbeck & Simons, 1990; 
and α = .89 and α = .93 for sexual abuse— Tyler et al., 2001, and Whitbeck & 
Simons, 1990, respectively). 

Victimization. Physical victimization was measured with six items that asked 
respondents, for example, how often they had something stolen from them, 
been beaten up, and been robbed. Responses ranged from 0 (never) to 3 (many 
times). The items were summed such that a higher score indicated greater phys-
ical victimization (α = .77). Sexual victimization was assessed using four items 
that asked respondents, for example, how often they have been forced to do 
something sexual and been sexually assaulted and/or raped. Responses ranged 
from 0 (never) to 3 (many times). Because of skewness, each individual item 
was dichotomized (0 = never, 1 = 1 or more times) and then summed such that a 
higher score indicated a greater number of different sexual victimization expe-
riences (α = .84). Partner violence dating scale included 28 items from the Revised 
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Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy, & Sugarman, 1996) that 
asked respondents, for example, how many times they did the following things 
to their partner or previous partner and how many times their partner did this 
to them: pushed or shoved, choked, and used threats to have sex. Because of 
skewness, these items were dichotomized (0 = never, 1 = at least once) and then 
an index was created. 

Demographic characteristics. Gender was coded 0 = male and 1 = female. Age 
was a continuous variable that measured how old the respondents were at the 
time of the interview. Race was coded 0 = non-White and 1 = White. Parental 
drug use included three items that asked respondents, for example, if they ever 
thought that their parent had a drug problem or if they ever encouraged their 
parent to quit using drugs (0 = no, 1 = yes). Because of skewness, the summed 
variable was dichotomized (0 = no parental drug problem, 1 = parent had a drug 
problem). 

Results

Sample Characteristics

Of respondents, 40% were female (n = 69) and 60% were male (n = 103). 
Young adults ranged in age from 19 to 26 years (M = 21.5, SD = 2.13). A total 
of 47% (n = 81) had received a high school diploma, and the majority of the 
sample was White (80%, n = 137). Almost 25% of respondents (n = 42) reported 
that their parent had a drug problem. A total of 47% of young adults (n = 82) 
had experienced at least one type of sexual abuse, and 95% (n = 164) had been 
physically abused at least once, which is consistent with other studies (Tyler 
& Cauce, 2002; Whitbeck & Hoyt, 1999). Of respondents, 39% (n = 68) had ex-
perienced at least one episode of sexual victimization since being on the street 
and 94% (n = 162) had been physically victimized at least one time. The com-
bined dating violence scale revealed that 59% of young people (n = 101) ex-
perienced and/or perpetrated dating violence. Substance use in the past year 
ranged from weekly to monthly usage. 

Procedure

A fully recursive path model was estimated using the maximum likelihood 
(ML) procedure in Mplus 6.0 (Muthen & Muthen, 1998-2007). The statistical as-
sumptions of ML estimation (e.g., multivariate normality of the endogenous 
variables) were satisfied. This model takes into account both the direct effects as 
well as the indirect effects through the various forms of abuse and victimization. 
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Results for the key variables are shown in Figure 1; for ease of presentation, 
control variables are not depicted in the figure and only significant paths are 
shown. Table 1 shows the direct, indirect, and total effects for the full model on 
the substance use outcome variable. The effect estimates presented for direct, 
indirect, and total effects are all standardized coefficients and have the same 
interpretation as the beta coefficients in Figure 1. 

Direct Effects

Results revealed that females (β = .24), older youth (β = .15), and those 
who reported that their parent had a drug problem (β = .14) experienced 
more types of sexual abuse. Having a parent with a drug problem was posi-
tively associated with physical abuse (β = .26), whereas being a victim of sex-
ual abuse was positively correlated with sexual victimization on the street (β 
= .28) and being female (β = .33). Those with greater physical victimization 
experiences since being on the street were likely to be older (β = .17) and to 
have suffered higher rates of physical abuse (β = .22). Respondents who re-
ported more partner violence were more likely to be female (β = .24), older (β 
= .25), and non-White (β = -.16) and to have a parent with a drug problem (β 
= .19). Finally, young adults with a higher frequency of substance use were 
more likely to be male (β = -.28) and younger (β = -.14), to have experienced 
more physical abuse (β = .16) and more types of sexual abuse (β = .13), to have 
a parent with a drug problem (β = .16), and to have experienced more types 
of partner violence (β = .20). These variables in Figure 1 explained 21% of the 
variance in substance use. 

Figure 1. Standardized path coefficients (N = 172). Only significant paths are shown.
† p < .10 ; * p ≤ .05 ;  ** p ≤ .01 ;  *** p ≤ .001

proyster2
Text Box
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Indirect Effects

Table 1 shows the direct, indirect, and total effects for the full model on sub-
stance use. The results revealed that although six variables had a significant 
direct effect on substance use (i.e., gender, age, parental drug problem, sexual 
abuse, physical abuse, and partner violence), only a few variables had signif-
icant indirect effects. That is, age and parental drug problem both had a sig-
nificant indirect effect on substance use through partner violence, and paren-
tal drug problem also had a significant indirect effect through physical abuse. 
Specifically, respondents who are older and those who report a parent with a 
drug problem experience more partner violence, which, in turn, is positively 
associated with substance use. In addition, young adults who reported a pa-
rental drug problem experience greater levels of physical abuse, which, in 
turn, is positively correlated with more substance use. Finally, females expe-
rience more partner violence, which, in turn, is linked to greater frequency of 
substance use. 

Discussion

The current study examined the relationship among child sexual and physi-
cal abuse, street victimization, and partner violence with substance use among 
a sample of homeless young adults. Although these individual constructs have 
been researched quite extensively, very few studies have investigated these 
factors concurrently among homeless youth and young adults. The current 
study’s results show that those who report a parent with drug problems are 

Table 1. Full Model Results for Substance Use (standardized).

Direct effect 	 Total indirect effect 	 Total effect

Variables 	 Estimate 	 SE 	 Estimate   	 SE 	 Estimate 	 SE

Female	 -.282*** 	 .079 	 .075† 	 .046	 -.206** 	 .073
Age 	 -.140† 	 .074 	 .101** 	 .035 	 -.039 	 .074
White 	 .066 	 .073 	 -.027 	 .030 	 .039 	 .074
Parental drug problem 	 .159* 	 .074 	 .114***	 .035 	 .272*** 	 .072
Sexual abuse 	 .130† 	 .079 	 .030	 .030 	 .160*	 .076
Physical abuse 	 .161*	 .075 	 .032 	 .024 	 .193** 	 .074
Sexual victimization 	 -.016 	 .086 	 .011 	 .016	 -.005	 .087
Physical victimization	  .101 	 .076 	 .016 	 .016 	 .118 	 .076
Partner violence 	 .197** 	 .079

† p < .10 ; * p ≤ .05 ;  ** p ≤ .01 ;  *** p ≤ .001
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more likely to experience both sexual and physical abuse and to be involved 
in a violent relationship. It appears that experiencing child abuse continues 
to have negative effects for young adults long after they leave home, as it is 
related to street victimization and substance use. The current study’s results 
highlight the co-occurrence of violence and substance use within the lives of 
homeless young adults. 

As past research has highlighted, homeless individuals often come from 
families marked by widespread substance misuse (Baron, 1999; Fors & Ro-
jek, 1991; Ginzler et al., 2003; Tyler & Johnson, 2006), and those in the current 
study are no exception. The results reveal that parental drug problems are cor-
related with both sexual and physical abuse, which is consistent with previ-
ous research (McMorris et al., 2002). It is likely that parents who are consum-
ing large amounts of alcohol and/or using drugs not only are less effective in 
their parenting but also at times may be abusive and controlling (Dube et al., 
2001; Eiden, Colder, Edwards, & Leonard, 2009). The influence of parental drug 
use does not stop there; the current results indicate that it continues to plague 
young adults in their romantic relationships and also increases the likelihood 
of more frequent substance use, which is consistent with prior research (Stein 
et al., 2002). Given the direct link between parental drug problems and respon-
dents’ own substance use, it is possible that in some of these families, youth 
may be introduced to alcohol and/or drugs by a parent or other family mem-
ber (Tyler & Johnson, 2006) and thus may hold some responsibility for their 
child’s initiation into substance use.

Consistent with what was hypothesized, the current study finds that sex-
ual abuse is positively associated with sexual victimization whereas physical 
abuse is positively correlated with physical victimization. This risk for revic-
timization is consistent with previous research on homeless populations (Ty-
ler et al., 2001; Tyler et al., 2009). In addition, as expected, sexual abuse and 
physical abuse are positively and directly associated with substance use. This 
finding is consistent with general population studies, which have found that 
victims of childhood abuse and neglect continue to report greater substance 
use in middle adulthood compared to their nonabused counterparts (Widom 
et al., 2006), demonstrating the long-term negative effects of early childhood 
abuse. It is possible that many young people turn to substance use as a way 
to self-medicate or to cope with the experiences of abuse they suffered prior 
to leaving home. 

Contrary to what was hypothesized, neither sexual nor physical victimiza-
tion is associated with substance use. It is possible that experiencing abuse 
prior to leaving home, which in the majority of cases occurred at the hands of 
a caretaker, is traumatic and in some cases devastating for many of these young 
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people, and as such its effects may be long-lasting. Because numerous home-
less adolescents and youth report leaving home because of abuse and neglect 
(Whitbeck & Hoyt, 1999), it is plausible many of them do not receive appropri-
ate treatment at the time and thus do not develop appropriate coping strategies 
to deal with the abuse. Because the damage of experiencing abuse has already 
occurred, subsequent victimization on the street may have additive effects, but 
these may not be above and beyond those already experienced. As such, distant 
events such as child abuse may be more important for subsequent substance 
use compared to more recent street victimization experiences. It is possible 
that some homeless young adults with a history of child abuse use maladap-
tive coping strategies, such as substance use to selfmedicate and ease the pain 
of early abuse experiences, which is consistent with research on general popu-
lation studies (Widom et al., 2006). 

Finally, partner violence was positively related to substance use: Homeless 
young adults who experience more types of relationship violence are likely to 
have greater frequency of substance use. It is possible that some young adult 
victims of partner violence use substances to cope with these negative experi-
ences within their romantic relationships (Kelly, Izienicki, Bimbi, & Parsons, 
2011). In addition, the very nature of their current situation of being homeless 
means that these individuals routinely experience multiple stressors (e.g., hav-
ing to find food and shelter) and may also use substances to cope with these sit-
uational factors (Kidd & Kral, 2002). Consistent with a risk amplification model 
(Whitbeck et al., 1999), more distal events including child abuse and parental 
drug problems are amplified over time, and this negative chain of events con-
tinues to exert an important influence on homeless young adults’ substance use 
above and beyond other stressors they routinely experience including sexual 
and physical victimization on the street. 

In terms of study limitations, because the data were self-reported, we are 
unable to confirm actual incidents of abuse and victimization. Previous re-
search, however, has demonstrated that runaway adolescents do not appear 
to overreport child abuse compared to parental reports (Whitbeck, Hoyt, & 
Ackley, 1997), and the prevalence of abuse and victimization found in the cur-
rent study is consistent with the results of other studies (Baron, 1997; Ryan, 
Kilmer, Cauce, Watanabe, & Hoyt, 2000). Therefore, the reports of abuse and 
victimization in the current study are likely accurate reflections of the amount 
of trauma these young people have experienced. Next, our smaller sample 
size may have affected our ability to detect differences within our model. In 
addition, because the data are cross-sectional, inferences about causality can-
not be made; however, youth were asked to reflect on experiences that oc-
curred during specific periods (e.g., before leaving home for child abuse and 
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in the past year for substance use), which assists with temporal ordering of 
variables. Moreover, it was hypothesized that various forms of abuse and 
victimization would lead to substance use, and previous research has found 
support for this ordering of events (Begle et al., 2011; Widom et al., 2006). De-
spite this, it is also possible that having high rates of substance use may make 
the young adult an easy target for violence, and thus drinking and/or drug 
use may lead to physical and/or sexual victimization. Future longitudinal re-
search is needed to address this limitation, though this remains challenging 
with homeless populations. Moreover, longitudinal research on general pop-
ulations is still limited in its ability to disentangle the relationship between 
substance use and partner violence (Murphy & Ting, 2010). Finally, the risk 
amplification model implies the use of longitudinal data. Though this model 
has been used extensively to study homeless youth and the vast majority of 
research finds support for it using cross-sectional data, longitudinal data col-
lection is needed to thoroughly test this model. 

The current study also has unique strengths including simultaneously in-
vestigating child abuse, street victimization, partner violence, and substance 
use using multivariate analyses rather than examining these constructs indi-
vidually. In addition, very few studies have examined partner violence among 
homeless young adults, and the current results indicate that this is an important 
correlate of substance use. Future research may wish to replicate these findings 
to see if similar relationships exist between various forms of victimization and 
substance use among homeless youth and young adults. Finally, this study in-
vestigated parental drug problems, which is a significant correlate not only of 
child abuse but also of youths’ substance use, suggesting that for at least some 
individuals, the negative events they experience in their family of origin con-
tinue to affect them over time (Whitbeck et al., 1999). Some youth may be in-
troduced to alcohol and/or drugs prior to leaving home and continue with its 
usage because substance use is viewed as acceptable behavior not only among 
other street youth (Whitbeck & Hoyt, 1999) but also within some families (Ty-
ler & Johnson, 2006). Because very little research has explored the effect of pa-
rental substance misuse among homeless individuals, this is another area suit-
able for further study. 

The current study’s results reveal several important correlates of youths’ sub-
stance use as well as potential pathways, which may have implications for pre-
vention and intervention. Specific programs that target abused men and women 
are needed to assist them with developing healthy coping strategies. Because 
many of these young people were victims of child abuse and were likely to run 
away from home to escape these negative circumstances, it is plausible that the 
majority did not receive appropriate intervention and thus their coping skills 
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may be maladaptive. Intervention programs that teach these individuals alter-
native coping strategies such as counseling and developing problem-solving 
skills may result in lowering their future risk for revictimization as well as re-
ducing their likelihood of developing substance use problems. Because these 
young adults are also experiencing the stressors associated with their circum-
stance of being homeless, additional services are needed to provide them with 
life skills and educational training so that substance use does not become habit-
forming in the future. 

Conflicting Interests & Funding — The authors declared no potential conflicts of interest with 
respect to the research, authorship, and publication of this article, and they disclosed re-
ceipt of the following financial support: a grant from the National Institute of Mental Health 
(MH064897, Dr. Kimberly A. Tyler, principal investigator). 

References

Ayerst, S. L. (1999). Depression and stress in street youth. Adolescence, 34, 567-575. 
Bailey, S. L., Camlin, C. S., & Ennett, S. T. (1998). Substance use and risky sexual behav-

ior among homeless and runaway youth. Journal of Adolescent Health, 23, 378-388. 
Baron, S. W. (1997). Risky lifestyles and the link between offending and victimization. 

Studies of Crime and Crime Prevention, 6, 53-71. 
Baron, S. W. (1999). Street youths and substance use: The role of background, street life-

style, and economic factors. Youth & Society, 31, 3-26. 
Bassuk, E., Dawson, R., & Huntington, N. (2006). Intimate partner violence in extremely 

poor women: Longitudinal patterns and risk markers. Journal of Family Violence, 21, 
387-399. 

Begle, A. M., Hanson, R. F., Danielson, C., McCart, M. R., Ruggiero, K. J., Amstadter, 
A. B., & Kilpatrick, D. G. (2011). Longitudinal pathways of victimization, substance 
use, and delinquency: Findings from the National Survey of Adolescents. Addictive 
Behaviors, 36, 682-689. 

Bousman, C. A., Blumberg, E. J., Shillington, A. M., Hovell, M. F., Ji, M., Lehman, S., & 
Clapp, J. (2005). Predictors of substance use among homeless youth in San Diego. 
Addictive Behaviors, 30, 1100-1110. 

Brown, A., & Bassuk, S. S. (1997). Intimate violence in the lives of homeless and poor 
housed women: Prevalence and patterns in an ethnically diverse sample. American 
Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 67, 261-278. 

Cauce, A. M., Paradise, M., Embry, L., Morgan, C. J., Lohr, Y., Theofelis, J., & Wagner, 
V. (1998). Homeless youth in Seattle: Youth characteristics, mental health needs, and 
intensive case management. In K. Kutash, A. Duchnowski, & M. Epstein (Eds.), Com-
munity-based programming for children with serious emotional disturbances: Research and 
evaluation (pp. 611-632). Baltimore, MD: Brookes. 



516    Tyler & Melander in Youth & Society  47 (2015)  

Chen, X., Thrane, L., Whitbeck, L. B., Johnson, K. D., & Hoyt, D. R. (2007). Onset of 
conduct disorder, use of delinquent subsistence strategies, and street victimization 
among homeless and runaway adolescents in the Midwest. Journal of Interpersonal 
Violence, 22, 1156-1183. 

Chen, X., Tyler, K. A., Whitbeck, L. B., & Hoyt, D. R. (2004). Early sexual abuse, street 
adversity, and drug use among female homeless and runaway adolescents in the 
Midwest. Journal of Drug Issues, 34, 1-21. 

Dube, S. R., Anda, R. F., Felitti, V. J., Croft, J. B., Edwards, V. G., & Giles, W. H. (2001). 
Growing up with parental alcohol abuse: Exposure to childhood abuse, neglect, and 
household dysfunction. Child Abuse & Neglect, 25, 1627-1640. 

Eiden, R. D., Colder, C., Edwards, E. P., & Leonard, K. E. (2009). A longitudinal study 
of social competence among children of alcoholic and nonalcoholic parents: Role of 
parental psychopathology, parental warmth, and self-regulation. Psychology of Ad-
dictive Behaviors, 23, 36-46. 

Fors, S. W., & Rojek, D. G. (1991). A comparison of drug involvement between run-
aways and school youth. Journal of Drug Education, 21, 13-25. 

Ginzler, J. A., Cochran, B. N., Domenech-Rodriguez, M., Cauce, A. M., & Whitbeck, L. 
B. (2003). Sequential progression of substance use among homeless youth: An em-
pirical investigation of the gateway theory. Substance Use & Misuse, 38, 725-758. 

Greene, J. M., Ennett, S. T., & Ringwalt, C. L. (1997). Substance use among runaway 
and homeless youth in three national samples. American Journal of Public Health, 87, 
229-235. 

Johnson, K. D., Whitbeck, L. B., & Hoyt, D. R. (2005). Substance abuse disorders among 
homeless and runaway adolescents. Journal of Drug Issues, 35, 799-816. 

Kelly, B. C., Izienicki, H., Bimbi, D. S., & Parsons, J. T. (2011). The intersection of mu-
tual partner violence and substance use among urban gays, lesbians, and bisexuals. 
Deviant Behavior, 32, 379-404. 

Kidd, S. A., & Kral, M. J. (2002). Suicide and prostitution among street youth: A quali-
tative analysis. Adolescence, 37, 411-430. 

Kipke, M. D., Montgomery, S. B., & MacKenzie, R. G. (1993). Substance use among youth 
seen at a community-based health clinic. Journal of Adolescent Health, 14, 289-294. 

Kipke, M. D., Montgomery, S. B., Simon, T. R., & Iverson, E. F. (1997a). “Substance 
abuse” disorders among runaway and homeless youth. Substance Use & Misuse, 32, 
969-986. 

Kipke, M. D., Simon, T. R., Montgomery, S. B., Unger, J. B., & Iversen, E. F. (1997b). 
Homeless youth and their exposure to and involvement in violence while living on 
the streets. Journal of Adolescent Health, 20, 360-367. 

Kral, A. H., Molnar, B. E., Booth, R. E., & Watters, J. K. (1997). Prevalence of sexual risk 
behavior and substance use among runaway and homeless adolescents in San Fran-
cisco, Denver and New York City. International Journal of STD and AIDS, 8, 109-117. 
Lo, C. C., Kim, Y. S., & Church, W. T., II. (2008). The effects of victimization on drug 
use: A multilevel analysis. Substance Use & Misuse, 43, 1340-1361.



 Child Abuse ,  V ict imizat ion,  and Substance Use  in Homeless  Young Adults     517

Martino, S. C., Tucker, J. S., Ryan, G., Wenzel, S. L., Golinelli, D., & Munjas, B. (2011). In-
creased substance use and risky sexual behavior among migratory homeless youth: 
Exploring the role of social network composition. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 
40, 1634-1648. 

McMorris, B. J., Tyler, K. A., Whitbeck, L. B., & Hoyt, D. R. (2002). Familial and “on-the-
street” risk factors associated with alcohol use among homeless and runaway ado-
lescents. Journal of Studies on Alcohol, 63, 34-43. 

Melander, L. A., & Tyler, K. A. (2010). The effect of early maltreatment, victimization, 
and partner violence on HIV risk behavior among homeless young adults. Journal 
of Adolescent Health, 47, 575-581. 

Murphy, C. M., & Ting, L. (2010). The effects of treatment for substance use problems 
on intimate partner violence: A review of empirical data. Aggression and Violent Be-
havior, 15, 325-333. 

Muthen, L. K., & Muthen, B. O. (1998-2007). Mplus user’s guide (5th ed.). Los Angeles, 
CA: Muthen and Muthen. Rew, L., Taylor-Seehafer, M., & Fitzgerald, M. L. (2001). 
Sexual abuse, alcohol and other drug use, and suicidal behaviors in homeless ado-
lescents. Issues in Comprehensive Pediatric Nursing, 24, 225-240. 

Rice, E., Milburn, N. G., & Monro, W. (2011). Social networking technology, social net-
work composition, and reductions in substance use among homeless adolescents. 
Prevention Science, 12, 80-88. 

Rosenthal, D., Moore, S., & Buzwell, S. (1994). Homeless youths: Sexual and drug re-
lated behaviour, sexual beliefs and HIV/AIDS risk. AIDS Care, 6, 83-94. 

Ryan, K. D., Kilmer, R. P., Cauce, A. M., Watanabe, H., & Hoyt, D. R. (2000). Psycho-
logical consequences of child maltreatment in homeless adolescents: Untangling 
the unique effects of maltreatment and family environment. Child Abuse & Neglect, 
24, 333-352. 

Salomon, A., Bassuk, S. S., & Huntington, N. (2002). The relationship between intimate 
partner violence and the use of addictive substances in poor and homeless single 
mothers. Violence Against Women, 8, 785-815. 

Slesnick, N., Erdem, G., Collins, J., Patton, R., & Buettner, C. (2010). Prevalence of in-
timate partner violence reported by homeless youth in Columbus, Ohio. Journal of 
Interpersonal Violence, 25, 1579-1593. 

Stein, J. A., Leslie, M. B., & Nyamathi, A. (2002). Relative contributions of parent sub-
stance use and childhood maltreatment to chronic homelessness, depression, and 
substance abuse problems among homeless women: Mediating roles of selfesteem 
and abuse in adulthood. Child Abuse & Neglect, 26, 1011-1027. 

Stoltz, J. M., Shannon, K., Kerr, T., Zhang, R., Montaner, J. S., & Wood, E. (2007). As-
sociations between childhood maltreatment and sex work in a cohort of drugusing 
youth. Social Science & Medicine, 65, 1214-1221. 

Straus, M. A., Hamby, S. L., Boney-McCoy, S., & Sugarman, D. B. (1996). The Revised 
Conflict Tactics Scales (CTS2): Developmental and preliminary psychometric data. 
Journal of Family Issues, 17, 283-316. 



518    Tyler & Melander in Youth & Society  47 (2015)  

Straus, M. A., Hamby, S. L., Finkelhor, D., Moore, D. W., & Runyan, D. (1998). Identi-
fication of child maltreatment with the Parent-Child Conflict Tactics Scales: Devel-
opment and psycho-metric data for a national sample of American parents. Child 
Abuse & Neglect, 22, 249-270. 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. (2004). Substance use 
among youths who had run away from home: The NSDUH report. Rockville, MD: Office 
of Applied Studies. 

Thompson, S. J., Rew, L., Barczyk, A., McCoy, P., & Mi-Sedhi, A. (2009). Social estrange-
ment: Factors associated with alcohol or drug dependency among homeless, street-
involved young adults. Journal of Drug Issues, 39, 905-930. 

Tyler, K. A., & Cauce, A. M. (2002). Perpetrators of early physical and sexual abuse 
among homeless and runaway adolescents. Child Abuse & Neglect, 26, 1261-1274. 

Tyler, K. A., Hoyt, D. R., Whitbeck, L. B., & Cauce, A. M. (2001). The impact of child-
hood sexual abuse on later sexual victimization among runaway youth. Journal of 
Research on Adolescence, 11, 151-176. 

Tyler, K. A., & Johnson, K. A. (2006). Pathways in and out of substance use among 
homeless-emerging adults. Journal of Adolescent Research, 21, 133-157. 

Tyler, K. A., Melander, L. A., & Noel, H. (2009). Bidirectional partner violence among 
homeless young adults: Risk factors and outcomes. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 
24, 1014-1035. 

Walls, N. E., & Bell, S. (2011). Correlates of engaging in survival sex among homeless 
youth and young adults. Journal of Sex Research, 48, 423-436. 

Wenzel, S. L., Tucker, J. S., Golinelli, D., Green, H. D., Jr., & Zhou, A. (2010). Personal 
network correlates of alcohol, cigarette, and marijuana use among homeless youth. 
Drug and Alcohol Dependence, 112, 140-149. 

Whitbeck, L. B., & Hoyt, D. R. (1999). Nowhere to grow: Homeless and runaway adolescents 
and their families. New York, NY: Aldine. 

Whitbeck, L. B., Hoyt, D. R., & Ackley, K. A. (1997). Families of homeless and runaway 
adolescents: A comparison of parent/caretaker and adolescent perspectives on par-
enting, family violence, and adolescent conduct. Child Abuse & Neglect, 21, 517-528. 

Whitbeck, L. B., Hoyt, D. R., & Yoder, K. A. (1999). A risk-amplification model of vic-
timization and depressive symptoms among runaway and homeless adolescents. 
American Journal of Community Psychology, 27, 273-296. 

Whitbeck, L. B., Hoyt, D. R., Yoder, K. A., Cauce, A. M., & Paradise, M. (2001). Devi-
ant behavior and victimization among homeless and runaway adolescents. Journal 
of Interpersonal Violence, 16, 1175-1204. 

Whitbeck, L. B., & Simons, R. L. (1990). Life on the streets: The victimization of runaway 
and homeless adolescents. Youth & Society, 22, 108-125. 

Widom, C. S., Marmorstein, N. R., & Raskin White, H. (2006). Childhood victimization 
and illicit drug use in middle adulthood. Psychology of Addictive Behaviors, 20, 394-403. 



 Child Abuse ,  V ict imizat ion,  and Substance Use  in Homeless  Young Adults     519

Author Biographies

Kimberly A. Tyler, PhD, is a Professor in the Department of Sociology at the Uni-
versity of Nebraska-Lincoln. Her research interests include homelessness, child 
abuse and neglect, partner violence, substance use, and other high-risk behaviors 
among adolescents and youth. 

Lisa A. Melander, PhD, is an assistant professor in the Department of Sociology, 
Anthropology, and Social Work at Kansas State University. Her primary research 
interests include intimate partner violence, cyber harassment, child abuse and ne-
glect, homelessness, and adolescent high-risk behaviors.


	University of Nebraska - Lincoln
	DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln
	2015

	Child Abuse, Street Victimization, and Substance Use Among Homeless Young Adults
	Kimberly A. Tyler
	Lisa A. Melander

	tmp.1438900409.pdf._MOyV

