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ABSTRACT 

Childhood trauma is a significant factor that can have lasting effects on individuals, 

particularly in how they cope with stress and the potential for substance abuse in young 

adulthood. This study explores the complex relationship between childhood trauma, coping 

mechanisms and substance abuse among young adults. With the help of various scales such 

as the Adverse Childhood Experience Questionnaire for Adults and the Brief COPE Scale, 

data was collected from 159 participants aged 17-26. The findings indicate a positive 

relationship between childhood trauma and coping mechanisms, as well as substance abuse 

among young adults. The results emphasize the importance of understanding how traumatic 

experiences in childhood can influence coping strategies and potentially lead to substance 

misuse. Further research and interventions are necessary to support young individuals who 

have experienced childhood trauma and to address the associated challenges effectively. 
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he correlation between childhood trauma, how young adults cope with it, and 

subsequent substance use is a multifaceted and intricate subject that demands a 

comprehensive examination. This area of study encompasses various factors and 

influences that are closely interrelated, making it a complex and challenging topic to 

understand fully. Therefore, in-depth research and analysis are necessary to gain insights 

into the underlying mechanisms and develop effective interventions to address the issue. 

 

As children grow up, bad things do happen in life. Some are evident, such as a parent 

passing away, a home being destroyed by a natural disaster, or physical abuse. Other factors, 

such as parental substance abuse or acts of community violence, can seriously undermine a 

child’s sense of safety and well-being. For many children, even seemingly little events like 

being involved in a vehicle accident or listening to their parents argue frequently and 

intensely can cause trauma. Learning how to understand, process and cope with challenges, 

including tragedies, is a normal aspect of a child's growth. However, children can become 

trapped sometimes. A child may develop an intense sense of loss and anxiety as a result of 

one or more traumas, leading them to believe they are helpless and have no control over 
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their life. Some children experience these feelings to the point that it hinders their 

development on the emotional, social or physical levels. This is called childhood trauma. 

  

Even as adults, childhood trauma may have a noteworthy and enduring effect on an 

individual’s psychological and mental health. These traumatic experiences may have 

involved neglect, abuse— either psychical or psychological—- or exposure to violence or 

other upheavals. In order to assist healing or resilience, it's critical to acknowledge the long-

term impacts of childhood trauma and to look for the right tools and support. 

 

In response to these experiences, individuals often develop coping mechanisms as a means 

of navigating the emotional turmoil and distress. Coping mechanisms can vary widely 

ranging from adaptive strategies such as seeking social support or engaging in hobbies, to 

maladaptive ones such as substance abuse as a self-medication strategy. 

 

Coping mechanism methods or strategies that individuals use to deal with stress, emotions 

or challenging situations. People utilize these mechanisms to help them navigate difficult 

times and manage their psychological well-being. Coping mechanisms can either be 

adaptive or maladaptive. Adaptive mechanisms are helpful and effective in dealing with 

stressful situations, while maladaptive mechanisms can make things worse and cause harm. 

Adaptive coping mechanisms include meditation, engaging in physical exercise, practising 

mindfulness and deep breathing, or problem-solving. Maladaptive coping strategies, on the 

other hand, such as substance abuse, avoidance, self-harm, or aggression might offer 

temporary comfort but possess detrimental long-term negative consequences on an 

individual’s mental health and wellness. 

 

The techniques or behaviours that individuals employ to deal with stress, trauma, challenges 

or difficult emotions are called coping mechanisms. Psychological stress can be caused by 

positive or negative life experiences. A tough situation such as experiencing loss, past 

experiences of trauma or abuse, or strained relationships with family, and friends can cause 

most people to feel depressed or distressed. But even generally seen as joyful events such as 

having kids or moving to a new place, may be quite stressful. People may employ a 

combination of conduct, thinking and emotion to deal with these stressful situations. 

 

People with effective techniques of coping mechanisms can manage their stress levels and 

enable them to regulate their emotions, leading to healthy mental health and reduced risk of 

mental health disorders. Effective coping mechanisms can boost self-confidence and self-

esteem by empowering individuals to overcome challenges and contribute to a higher quality 

of life and greater overall wellness. 

 

A person with a substance use disorder has a condition where their body and brain are 

altered to such an extent that they are unable to control or abstain from the use of the 

substance in question. When a person with a substance use disorder consumes a substance 

excessively, their body develops a dependence on it, making it impossible for them to quit 

using it on their own. Addiction is a common term used to describe this disorder. Substance 

use disorders can involve a wide variety of substances.  

They can include: 

- Alcohol 

- Cigarettes 
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- Prescribed medications 

- Illegal drugs 

- Inhalants 

- Solvents 

  

Coping mechanisms and childhood trauma are closely related because people frequently 

adopt coping mechanisms in reaction to negative events they had throughout their early 

years. The techniques people employ to deal with stress, emotions and difficult 

circumstances are known as coping mechanisms. Children may acquire coping techniques as 

a means of adjusting to and navigating the emotional upheaval brought on by trauma, which 

can involve a variety of abuse, neglect, or major life pressures. 

 

People who have gone through traumatic situations during childhood may use drugs as a 

coping mechanism for the emotional suffering, anxiety or sadness brought on by the events. 

Substance abuse can offer a momentary reprieve from the upsetting memories or emotions 

connected to trauma, acting as a numbering agent for emotional suffering. 

 

Childhood trauma and coping mechanisms are closely associated because people often 

utilize coping mechanisms as a response to adverse experiences they had during their early 

years. Coping mechanisms are methods people use to manage stress, emotions and 

challenging situations. In order to cope with and navigate the emotional turmoil caused by 

trauma —- which can include various forms of abuse, neglect, or significant life pressures 

—- children may learn coping mechanisms. Childhood trauma is known to be a determinant 

of several mental health conditions. Substance abuse is a common way for people to self-

medicate these symptoms of mental illness. 

 

This research aims to look into the connection between childhood trauma, coping 

mechanisms and substance abuse in young adults. Adverse Childhood Experience 

Questionnaire for Adults (ACEs), Brief COPE scale and Alcohol, Smoking and Substance 

Involvement Screening Test may be used to assist individuals in understanding how their 

childhood experiences might affect their coping mechanisms and how they can result in 

substance misuse. 

 

Rationale 

The study acknowledges young adults who experienced childhood trauma’s vulnerability 

and the potential long-term effects on their mental health and general well-being. This 

research aims to shed light on the unique requirements of this population by investigating 

how coping processes impacted by trauma might result in substance abuse and to discover 

solutions to promote their resilience and recovery. However, the existing body of research 

on the complex interactions between childhood trauma, coping mechanisms and substance 

abuse in young adults is acknowledged to be insufficient. There is a lack of comprehensive 

study that looks at how these parts interact and affect one another over time although these 

components have been the motif of individual studies. This study aims to investigate how 

childhood trauma can affect a person’s ability to cope, which can lead to substance abuse. It 

is essential to comprehend how coping mechanisms influenced by childhood trauma impact 

young adults’ risk of substance misuse in order to design focused treatments and preventive 

measures. The study’s findings can inform the development of targeted interventions, 

trauma-informed care approaches and substance abuse prevention programs tailored to the 

needs of this population. 



The Relationship between Childhood Trauma, Coping Mechanisms and Substance Abuse in Young 
Adults 

 

© The International Journal of Indian Psychology, ISSN 2348-5396 (e)| ISSN: 2349-3429 (p) |    1659 

METHODOLOGY 

Objectives 

1. To investigate the relationship between childhood trauma and coping mechanisms 

among young adults. 

2. To investigate the relationship between childhood trauma and substance abuse 

among young adults. 

 

Hypotheses 

• H1 There is a positive relationship between childhood trauma and coping 

mechanisms among young adults. 

• H2 There is a positive relationship between childhood trauma and substance abuse 

among young adults. 

 

Sample 

Purposive sampling was employed to select 159 individuals from the sample, encompassing 

both male and female participants. The majority of the sample's members were young adults 

in the 17–26 age range. 

 

Variables 

Independent variable 

• IV - Adverse Childhood Experiences 

• Mediating Variable MV- Coping Mechanism Dependent variable 

• DV- Substance Abuse 

 

Operational Definitions 

• Childhood trauma: Unfavourable incidents or experiences that take place in the early 

years of a person's life, usually before the age of 18, are referred to as childhood 

trauma. This might involve being subjected to different types of abuse (physical, 

emotional, or sexual), neglect, dysfunction in the home (such as substance misuse or 

mental illness in the parents), or exposure to violence (either domestic or 

community). 

• Coping mechanisms: The strategies and tactics individuals use to deal with stress, 

adversity or challenging situations are known coping strategies. These systems may 

function in an adaptive or maladaptive manner—constructive tactics known as 

adaptive coping mechanisms aid people in managing pressures and preserving their 

mental health. 

• Substance abuse: Substance abuse describes the harmful and excessive consumption 

of psychoactive substances including alcohol, drugs (both legal and illegal), and 

tobacco. It frequently acts as a coping strategy for people going through trauma, 

emotional difficulty, or distress. 

 

Measures 

General Demographics 

Participants responded to a series of inquiries regarding their names, current age and gender. 

 

Adverse Childhood Experiences Questionnaire 

The ACEs questionnaire, developed by Felitti et al (1998), comprises 10 items which assess 

the mistreatment of children and the unfavourable environments in which they are raised. 
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Parents can give the ACE-Q to their child or they can do it as a self-report exercise. The 

total number of "Yes" answers to each question determines the ACE-Q score. An acceptable 

internal consistency is shown by Cronbach's alpha reliability (α = 0.700). Similar findings 

were obtained when the concurrent criterion validity of the 10-item and 9-item versions—

apart from the parental separation/divorce item—was evaluated. The 9-item variant showed 

a little higher capacity for prediction. Significant correlations between the accumulation of 

ACEs and symptoms of SEB, such as emotional distress, behavioral issues, signs of 

hyperactivity and inattention, and general difficulties, were found using generalized linear 

models. Peer connection issues, however, did not significantly correlate with ACE ratings. 

Higher ACE ratings were associated with a higher chance of experiencing bullying, 

especially cyberbullying, and getting into physical altercations, according to logistic 

regression analysis. Bullying behaviour had non-significant correlations that were getting 

close to relevance in the sample. 

 

Brief COPE Scale 

The Brief COPE scale was developed by Carver in 1997 as a shorter version of the 

multidimensional coping inventory (COPE). This scale is a 28-item questionnaire assessing 

how well people handle stressful life situations. In medical contexts, it's frequently 

employed to measure a patient's reaction to serious circumstances. Higher scores indicate 

more regular use of the coping method. The Brief COPE is assessed on a 4-point Likert 

scale. The internal consistency of the Brief COPE scale is good. The range of Cronbach's 

alpha for caregivers of dementia patients is 0.72–0.84, while that of caregivers of patients 

with acquired brain damage is 0.55–0.75. 

 

Alcohol Smoking and Substance Involvement Screening Test 

A questionnaire entitled the Alcohol, Smoking and Substance Involvement Screening Test 

(ASSIST) is used to determine the health risks and problems associated with substance use. 

The World Health Organization (WHO) created the ASSIST as a technical instrument in 

2000. It is applicable to general medical care, basic healthcare, and other contexts. Add up 

the answers to questions 2 through 7 for each medication category to determine the score for 

that category. For example, total the scores for questions 2c, 3c, 4c, 5c, 6c, and 7c regarding 

cannabis use. Tobacco has a maximum score of 31, whereas each of the other drug 

categories has a maximum score of 39. Test-retest reliability coefficients (kappas) exhibit a 

range between 0.58 and 0.90, with values varying across substance classes. Specifically, 

reliability coefficients span from 0.61 for sedatives to 0.78 for opioids on average. The 

alcohol subscale and the AUDIT exhibited a strong correlation of 0.71. With a threshold 

score of 8 for the alcohol subscale, optimal sensitivity (83.8%) and specificity (80%) were 

attained, producing the maximum area under the ROC curve (81.9%). For this reason, the 

self-administered ASSIST is a reliable screening tool for determining drug use. 

 

Research Design 

Convenience sampling, a non-probability sampling technique was made use of in this study. 

As well as, quantitative correlational design and mediational analysis to investigate the 

research questions. 

 

Statistical Analysis 

SPSS software was utilized for this investigation. Both descriptive statistical tests and 

Pearson correlation analysis supported the hypothesis. 
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RESULTS 

Comprehending the complex relationship among childhood trauma, coping strategies, and 

drug misuse in young people is crucial for tackling the many issues they encounter. This 

chapter explores the conclusions and interpretations drawn from a thorough study of this 

intricate relationship. By means of methodical examination and amalgamation of 

information, our objective is to shed light on the subtleties that are intrinsic to every 

constituent and clarify the complex dynamics that support their interplay. 

 

Table 1: Demographics of respondents (gender 17-26 years) 

Gender Count of Gender 

Male 90 

Female 69 

Total 159 

 

The above table displays the gender breakdown of the respondents in the 17–26 age group. 

In this age range, there were 159 responses overall 90 male respondents and 69 female 

respondents 

  

Table 2 Descriptive statistics of all variables (17-26years) 

 Count Mean Std. Deviation 

Substance Abuse 159 39.52201 31.98849 

Coping 159 64.93082 12.80384 

Adverse Childhood Experience 159 2.553459 2.2294 

 

Descriptive statistics for three variables—adverse childhood experiences, coping methods, 

and drug abuse—among respondents aged 17 to 26 are shown in Table 2. The average score 

for substance abuse is around 39.52, signifying a moderate level of abuse among the 

participants. The standard deviation, nevertheless, is approximately 31.99, indicating 

significant variability. Comparatively speaking, coping methods had a higher mean score of 

around 64.93, meaning that respondents reported using coping strategies at substantially 

greater levels. This lower variability is mirrored in a standard deviation of roughly 12.80. 

With a standard deviation of around 2.23, adverse childhood experiences had a mean score 

of approximately 2.55, indicating a relatively low degree of such events among respondents. 

The levels and variability of these characteristics within the given age group are shown by 

these data in a useful way, laying the groundwork for more research and comprehension of 

the experiences and actions of the respondents. 

 

Table 3: Pearson correlation analysis of the Relationship between childhood trauma and 

coping mechanisms among young adults. 

  Adverse childhood 

experience 

Coping 

Mechanisms 

Adverse childhood 

experience 

Pearson 

Correlation 

1 .282** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  0 

N 159 159 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
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Null Hypothesis (H0): There is a positive relationship between childhood trauma and 

coping mechanisms among young adults. 

 

Alternative Hypothesis (H1): There is a positive relationship between childhood trauma 

and coping mechanisms among young adults. 

 

The relationship with a coefficient of 0.282 indicates that young adults' coping methods and 

childhood trauma are positively correlated. This implies that the usage of coping 

mechanisms tends to rise in proportion to the degree of childhood trauma. The hypothesis 

that there is a positive link between coping methods and childhood trauma (H0) is rejected 

in light of the statistically significant positive correlation that has been discovered. Rather, 

the findings support the alternative hypothesis (H1), which proposes a positive correlation 

between coping methods and early trauma. 

 

Table 4: Pearson correlation analysis of the Relationship between childhood trauma and 

substance abuse among young adults. 

  Adverse Childhood 

Experience 

Substance Abuse 

Adverse Childhood 

Experience 

Pearson Correlation 1 .379** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  0 

N 159 159 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

Null Hypothesis (H0): There is a positive relationship between childhood trauma and 

coping mechanisms among young adults. 

 

Alternative Hypothesis (H1): There is a positive relationship between childhood trauma 

and coping mechanisms among young adults. 

 

Substance misuse and traumatic experiences in childhood have a Pearson correlation value 

of 0.379. This suggests that there is a direct link between young people's substance misuse 

and their childhood trauma. The null hypothesis (H0), according to which young adults' drug 

addiction and childhood trauma are positively correlated, is rejected. Accepted is the 

alternative hypothesis (H1), which proposes a positive correlation between young adults' 

drug usage and childhood trauma. In conclusion, the data shows a statistically significant 

positive link between young adults' substance addiction and childhood trauma. 

 

DISCUSSION 

The results and interpretation of the interaction between coping methods, substance misuse, 

and childhood trauma in young adults illustrated the complex dynamics within this 

demographic. This analysis explored the relevance and consequences of these results, 

shedding light on the processes at work and suggesting possible directions for assistance and 

intervention. 

 

Initially, evidence showed that young people who had endured traumatic events in childhood 

were more prone to utilizing coping techniques to manage the stresses that came with those 

experiences. With a Pearson correlation value of 0.282 (p < 0.01), this discovery highlighted 

how people could adapt to difficult situations. On the other hand, it raised questions about 
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whether individuals might turn to unhealthy habits like substance misuse as a way to deal 

with stressful situations. 

 

With a Pearson correlation value of 0.379 (p < 0.01), the strong positive association between 

drug addiction and childhood trauma highlighted the substantial influence of early negative 

experiences on the emergence of addictive behaviours in young adulthood. Substance abuse 

was suggested as a maladaptive coping method for those who had suffered trauma as 

children, according to this association. Intervention and assistance for those who had 

endured trauma in childhood were deemed crucial to reducing the likelihood of substance 

misuse in later years. 

 

Furthermore, both correlation analyses confirmed the existence of a link between traumatic 

experiences in childhood and coping strategies and drug misuse in young adults by rejecting 

the null hypothesis and accepting the alternative hypothesis. The importance of addressing 

trauma-related issues and promoting healthy coping mechanisms was emphasized. A 

comprehensive strategy was deemed necessary to tackle the intricate interplay between these 

elements. 

 

In conclusion, this study's results highlighted the importance of learning about the 

connection between coping strategies, drug misuse, and childhood trauma in young people. 

By clarifying these connections, this study contributed significantly to our understanding of 

how to best serve people who had endured trauma in childhood and lessen the likelihood 

that they may abuse substances. Further understanding of these multifaceted problems and 

interventions were deemed necessary to help young people who had experienced trauma as 

children. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The struggles of young adults have been better understood through research into the 

complex interplay of traumatic experiences, coping strategies, and drug usage. New insights 

into the intricate processes at work and directions for possible assistance and intervention 

have resulted from a comprehensive examination of correlation data. 

  

The results highlighted the need to investigate and treat the ways in which traumatic 

experiences in childhood affect coping mechanisms and drug misuse behaviours in young 

people. Firstly, those who had traumatic experiences as children were found to be more 

prone to using coping techniques when encountering stress later on. While this demonstrated 

how people could overcome challenges, it also raised concerns about the possibility of 

resorting to unhealthy coping methods, including substance misuse. 

 

Additionally, the robust positive association between traumatic experiences in childhood and 

drug misuse underscored the significant impact of early-life traumatic events on the 

emergence of addictive behaviours in adolescence and young adulthood. Interventions 

aimed at addressing underlying trauma-related issues are crucial to decrease the likelihood 

of drug addiction, as substance usage can be a maladaptive coping technique for those who 

have experienced childhood trauma. 

 

There was a substantial association between childhood trauma, coping methods, and drug 

misuse in young adults, as both correlation analyses rejected the null hypothesis and 

accepted the alternative hypothesis. To reduce the likelihood of substance usage among this 
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susceptible group, it is imperative to provide comprehensive programs that assist individuals 

in coping with trauma. 

 

Lastly, this study's results highlighted the absolute necessity of tailored treatments to help 

young adults who have suffered trauma in childhood and lessen the probability that they 

would abuse substances. Young people impacted by childhood trauma can greatly benefit 

from evidence-based therapies, and this study sheds light on the intricate relationship 

between these factors. Supporting the resilience and recovery of young adults affected by 

childhood trauma requires further research and intervention initiatives. 

  

Limitations and Implications 

The study utilized sampling bias which is one potential drawback and limits the applicability 

of the results to a broader population. It is difficult to apply the study’s conclusions to other 

groups because it may have targeted particular demographics or geographical regions. For 

instance, the 159 participants in the sample might not be entirely representative of all young 

adults who have gone through traumatic experiences as children. 

 

The reliance on self-report measures, such as questionnaires assessing childhood trauma, 

coping mechanisms and substance use, may be subject to recall bias and social desirability 

bias. The data’s accuracy may be impacted by the participant’s underreporting of sensitive 

information or their provision of socially acceptable answers. 

 

Coping mechanisms are complex and multifaceted constructs, encompassing a wide range of 

strategies such as avoidant, emotion and problem-focused coping. It is also possible that the 

study only evaluated a small number of coping mechanisms, thereby missing some crucial 

distinctions in how individuals manage stress and trauma. This restriction could affect how 

thorough the research is on coping strategies and how they relate to substance abuse. 

 

Moreover, there can be unmeasured factors impacting the relationship coping methods, 

substance abuse and childhood trauma despite efforts to account for confounding variables. 

Peer pressure, family dynamics, genetic predispositions and co-occurring mental health 

disorders might skew the results and reduce their validity. 

 

This study emphasizes how crucial early intervention and preventive techniques are for 

helping young adults who have had traumatic experiences in the past. It is possible to build 

good coping mechanisms and lower the likelihood of substance abuse by implementing 

preventative measures after learning about the connection between trauma, coping methods 

and substance abuse. 

 

Looking ahead, the study’s limitations draw attention to the necessity of greater 

investigation into the intricate link between coping mechanisms, substance abuse and 

childhood trauma. To improve the validity and generalizability of the results future 

researchers might investigate more confounding variables, encompass a larger range of 

coping mechanisms and address sample biases. 
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