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&4 What Self-Injury Is All About

_?mﬁ,a arreven higher correlation between mo_véca\ and
eating disorders, which many describe as behavioral addic-
tions. Eating disorders inciude anorexia, bulimia, and com-

Jpulsive overeating/obesity.

Self-injurers and otheraddicts are also vulnerabie to other
unhealthy Umrmﬁow&_ma&omonm. Some of the more com-
mon oSmm__EoEa@_ooBvEme,_mxﬁoaﬂ sexual addictions

(including compulsive 5632. sexual behavior); no.n:uE\

sive shopping, debting, mza_%ma&nmn, workaholism;.and co-

dependency and addictive relationships.

Alcohol, Drugs, and %%Aﬁsé\

Favazza and Conterio (1989), in their study of 240 female
“habitual self-mutllators, found that 28 percent reported that

they. are concerned about their drinking; 18 percent con-
sider thernselves alcoho
drugs (mainly marijuana, “speed,” docaine, and “downers™).
Forty-one percent of respondents reported that their self-
Ecﬁ:mm,a_vmrmsg occurs while under the influence of ai-
cohol or drugs: sometimes (26 percent), often (12 percent),
and always (3 percent). Seventy-one @m%mdﬁ consider their
mmq,.w:cﬁzmﬂ?o behavior to be an addiction. -

A m%w_mﬂnrma N_o_..aow et al. (1997) assessed 85 substance-
abusing and ,mcwmﬁmﬁwm‘am@magmsﬁ Eﬁmn_mnﬁm who had his-
ﬁo.amm_opu distressing ﬂwmcgmao. GVents versus n?.uma. who did
not. Traumatic events included. natural and. man-made dis-
aster; @E.\mﬁm_ or sexuai-assault; rape; witnessing family
_ physical violence; [serious accident; Hdgm%acmmm&

. physically attacked. The patients who had experienced trau-

‘matic events reported (1) more seif-mutilative acts, (2) higher

levels of dissociationand (3) a greater degree of impulsivity
than did patients without such histories. Impulsive behavior

was defined as “any act that disregarded the action’s long-

LA

:nﬂ and 30 percent have used street .
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term negative effects” and include behaviars such as binge
eating, shoplifting, sexual disinhibition, and gambling; By
this definition, impulsive ‘behavior can aiso include sub-
stance abuse/dependence and selt-mutilative acts. However,
for the purposes of their research,. the authors used these

. categories for-comparative purposes.)

In a study of data collected from hospital records of chil-
dren and. adolescent self-mutilators (age five to nineteen
years old) In a psychiatric hospital setting, Simpson and
Porter (1981) found that “many subjects compulsively ate,
abused alcohol and drugs, and sliced, burned, or pulled-hair
from their bodies.” Most of thege children and adolescents
had a history- of physical and/or sexual abuse by family
members.:The authors state in conclusion, “It is suggested
that self-mutilation may be a plausible and effective, if sorme-
what sensational, defense that is designed to handle stress
by reducing painful emational trauma,”

Friedman (1989) found in his study of adolescents in the

United Kingdom that those who. had: come from an yn-

healthy or inadequate environment and were lacking in self-
esteem were more likely to develop behaviors that were’
dangerous to their health. These include “precocious and
unprotected sexual behavior: the-use of tobacco, alebhol, and
other Q.E_mm“ injuries arising accidentally from risk-taking
behaviors, especially when combined with alcohol or drugs;
intentional-injury whether self-inflicted or inflicted by oth-
ers; and poor eating and habits of hygiene.” The responsi-
bility for making positlve choices, for health-enhancing
behaviors, ultimately lies with the adolescents.

Thus, we see that self-injury <Q.,u\ often happens concur-

rently with alcohol and/or substance abuse, as well as along

with other maladaptive, and especially impulsive, behay-
tars. Self-injury while=*under the influetice” is extremely
danderous; like drunk driving. The self-injurer may get more
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ﬁmu%ﬂnm@ type, in which one does not-regularly engage in

binge-eating or purging behaviors. Many anorexics also en-
gage in compulsive strenuous physical exercise, sometimes
to the ﬁo:,.,_ﬁ.‘oﬁ injury or exhaustion, as an attempt to. pro-
mote weight loss, | - . ,,:

Bulimia nervosa|is when one- engages oin repeated
episodes. of binge-sating, followed by inappropriate behay-
tors to try to get rid of the food and thus prevent unwanted
weight. gain, Such Sm@@SﬁamS behaviors to compensate
may include throwing up, using laxatives, diuretics, or ene-
mas;. or fasting; or excessive exercise, There is a wm:mm of
“going out ofcontrol” with eating during an episode, usually
followed by qumgm feelings of depression,,guilt, and worth-
lessness.. To meet the DSM-IV diagnostic ctiteria, the food
bingesand compensating behaviors must both occur on the
- avérage of at least twice a week for three months, _
- ioé%mn, as a clinician, I'have known of teens and young
adult women who would force themselves to vomit several-
times irrone day, as fnany as three to eight times, every day.
Debbie, an mﬁqmoﬁ?m. friendly axﬁm%émm?oa girl of aver-
age weight with a-nice figure, was one of them. She did
not consider herself M@Bﬂa\_ although everyone else did. She
._M.oormg..mooa,,_ 50 much so that when-admitted to a hospital
inpatient eating &.mowdmﬁm unit for adolescents, a nurse com-
mented, “What's she doing here? She.seems like a normal,
healthy teenager!* Although Debbie appeared to excel rap-
idly in the hospital’s treatrment program, as she did. with
school, sports, and-other activities, no real progress in re-

covery had been magde.

Untii.. . . o:m.nm%m a hospital counselor found Debbie col-
lapsed on the bathrocom floor after dinner, in a state of medi-
cal emergency. Somehow, Debbie Bmsmmmm to continue to
hide her numerous bufimic episodes, which she finally ad-
‘mitted to staff had Um@m.b Qceurring two or three times a day’

.
i
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(usually after meals), even while in the hospital. On being
found by the counselor; she commented: “I didn’t iock the
door 'cause I wanted someone to find me. It's better if
somebody comes in, iike you did.”

Debbie eventually completed the hospital treatment pro-
gram and returned home to her parents, who both faithfully

participated in family therapy during her :o%#ﬁ stay. She
continued treatment for her eating disorder in outpatient

therapy in her hometown, with the continued dedication

- and support of her farnily, -

For. the bulimie, feelings of self-worth. are unduly in-
fluenced by body shape and weight. Bulimics are typically
not. underweight, and they do not meet the criteria for
anorexia—their weight is usually at, or somewhat above,
average. ,. .

" The purging type bulimic regularly engages in self-
induced vomiting or the misuse of laxatives, diuretics, or
enemas. The nonpurging type bulimic does not do these
things, but instead uses other inappropriate behaviors to
prevent weight gain, such as fasting or excessive exercise.

Obesity or compulsive overeating are not in the DSM-IV

because it has not been established that these are con-

sistently , associated with a psychological -or béhavioral .
3.5&83@ However, simple obesity is included in the Inter-
national Classification of Diseases(ICD) as a general medical
condition. Obesity and compulsive overeating have been
discussed extensively in the clinical literature in terms of

“having psychological factors, especially regarding what the

causes are,

A common point of view is that some people use food
and overeating as a way to escape from their difficult or un-
cornfortable emotions. The focus is on food instead, which
can become anobsesston, or even an addiction, that over-.

shadows-one’s thoughts and feelings. There are Twelve Step
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suicide atternpt m:nw was placed in a mental institution. Julie,

2 six-year-old from Taiwan, had already endured several
surgeries in her young life and was on an extended trip to
Armerica, with her grandmother and aunt 1o see a world-
famous neurosurgeon, Ling, the eight-year-old, had come
*OVEr to America from Cambodia with relatives after her fa-
ther had been shot. At the time of his death, she was hold-
ing his _.:mzn_.v Two of the girls were also selectively mute
- (they could talk, but refused to talk to anyone—even family
. members). 'One thing that each of these children had in
commor was a shy but mischievous smile (as if to say,
“Good; it worked!”) when their muothers, teachers at school,
and other concerned adults became frantic and at-their wit's

" end when trying to get their-child to eat, . ,
One alternative’ explanation for -anorexia is that the
anorexic feels threatened by the pbrocess of physical matu-

ration. The. biological -and wg_ﬂnmﬁoymzmmmu including -

menstruation and: the surfacing of sexual feelings, are
frightening. She strives to avoid it. By merciless dieting, the
anorexic ensures a preadolescent figure. She prefers to
remain childlike, or even utterly unappealing, to potential
romantic suitors. Ow%a:\ﬁm, anorexic and compulsive
overeater/obese women who were ,@Eﬁam:% or sexually
‘abused in childhood attempt to take control of the appear-
‘ance of their physical bodies, trying to make them unattrac-
tive'as a protection against further abuse, .

- There are similar biophysiological processes that con-
Nect anorexia, bulimia, self-injury, and other addictions,
Although it is not the effect that is initially sought after, at
least on a consciolss level, anorexics, bylimics, and self-
injurers: m<mﬂ§m§ come to discover remarkable fringe
benefits to their self-destructive behavior as their condition
worsens to the wowsnﬂ of becoming an addiction. These might

. Include getting high and emotional escape. Bulimics often

ettt
. - T
! Nl SR eI .
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“describe a “high” that comes on with repetitive vomiting, as
do m,wm;acamﬂm with.repetitive episodes of cutting and burn-
ing. This is due to a release of endorphins, as well s feeling
a sense of profound psychological relief. Anorexics, and par-
ticularly those who engage in compulsive exercise, often

- describe feelings of high energy, increased Q.G._mmom_ and

mental well-being, and feeling high. “The manic pursuit of

- exercise and creating a lean, taut body, so commonly seen

among restrictor anorexic patients, purveys a sense of free-
dom, of .Ei:n:&:a\, of physical lightness—almost like fly-
ing” {Cress 1993). , g

In a. writing exercise that all clinical and medical staf
members were required to do and share with each other -

" during initial staff training before coming to work on an

adolescent eating disorders unit (most of us had recovered
from some sort of eating disorder), 1 described my battle
with and successfi recovery- from anorexia nervosa as a
ﬁm_m:mm@n [ 'was twenty-eight years old, in graduate school,
and working at the time. : _ :

['wrote: “I did go on eating binges, but not very often. My
‘main thing was:starving—i.e., having ‘competitions’ with
miyself to see how-long 1 could go without food, which would
last sometimes for several days, What I did ‘seeim to strive
for with ‘the starvation trip was moSm into different (non-
chemically induced) mind states. After not eating for long
periods of time, strange things happened, like getting an ex-
treme “high’ or ‘rush’ A lot of this was brought on in con-
wcnnmo:.éw% extremely strenuous non-stop exercise, But
the feeling I liked best was. ‘blanking out, just going away
and feeling nothing. 1 lived for it.” :

Self-injury brought on the exact same feelings and oc-
curred very often between the ages of eleven and Afteen
when I was. struggling with anorexia. Selfinjury seemed to
intensify the feelings of high and escape brought on by the .
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76 %rmn Self-Injury Is All About
other peopie, m%‘ms,_,cﬁa.&mmmca their bodies and prefer
to spend a lot of E,:”w alone, in isolation. from other people.
| Romantic relationships are sormstimes avoided because of
the fear of scars, wounds, and hidden self-injurious behay-

Swmvwgm %mnoﬁuﬁﬂ. Many bulimics tend to act out sexu-

m:%.wsgo.mﬁozmxgdn mmxﬁmmu\_@.moimocoﬁ behaviors, have
multiple partners EW:.: no emotional conngction, have a
high level of impulsivity, and use poor judgment.. Generally
speaking, bulimics are :mﬁsm (@ lot of) sex. Anorexics are
not having sex. , = _

In particulas, those who indulge in-self-injurious behavior
and purging behavior together can’t recognize and identify
emotions Ot Sensations, of hunger and safety. Self-injury in
eating-disordered patients tiot only serves as .ms,m__ﬁmwsmﬂ.?m
tension releasing method to-binge eating, but allows them
to experience their bodies .and seek a serse of amzs\_ and
identity. In general, more serious psychiatric problems may
be found in patients with eating disorders who purge. than
in those who only restrict their.food intake without purging.
In anorexics who wsmmmm in purging behaviors, both suicide
attempts and mo_ﬁa,caocm behavior are much more corn-
mon than with those who practice food-restricting be-
haviors only.. Those. who employ more. ﬁ:w: one purging
- behavior, in both anorexia and bulimia, report a greater fre-

quency of self-injurious bshavior. Specifically, impulsive
self-injurious behaviors such as skin cutting and burning are
‘more frequent. o . __

- Self-injurious behavier is reported to occur at higher rates
for bulimics than for anorexics. Cornpulsive self-injurious
behaviors such as hair pulling-are habitual, repetitive, and
characterized by, greater resistance ‘to treatment. Among
bulimics, ooBHuEm?m self-injurious behavior is strongly as-
* sociated with low @5&%0%.% one’s internal emotional

states and dynamics, and high obsessionality.

-

i i N 18
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,wn.wnmcmm of the coexistence of and high associations

-among these disorders, the researchers/authors Favazza,

DeRosear, and Conterio (1989). have proposed that the
DSM-IV should. list self-muiilation as an associated feature
or complication of anorexia nervosa/bulimia nervosa, It is
further stated in their article that the combination of self-
mutilation, anorexia, bulimia, and other symptoms may be
manifestations of an impulse control disorder known as the
deliberate self-harm syndrome.

E”_&oﬂos Similarities: Anorexia, Bulimia, -
and Self-Injury _ -

Self-injury and abnormal. eating habits both have the poten-

tial to.become addictive. As so proficiently stated by clinical

and research psychologist Dr. Lisa Cross in her article *Body
and, Self in Feminine Development: .NEEHmao.zm for Eating
-Disorders and Delicate Self-Mutilation” (1993):

The preoccupation with the physical self takes a more
ego-alien form when the self-cutting or abnormal eating
habits become addictive. These acts, which originally
+were almed at' efasirig the existence of the body gnd at
establishing self-control, now take control themselves.
The world narrows to an obsessive preoceupation with
the body and its products and the next meal, the next _
purge, the next self-cutting. Every plan for the day re-

volves around finding an opportunity to carry out thess
rituals. : :

Dr. Cross further states in her conclusion;

The body, of course, comes to resent its taskmaster, in a

2@@&8&5:& to 1 the” development of an addiction.

The more the addicts attempt to control their emotional
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oogw&m?@ mroEuSm ‘mﬁa.wvo:&:m. m:amox wzn Ho<w
addicdon. v e

Exereise Addiction

' Exercise addiction o.n_n_ca when the frequencyaduration; and
Intensity of exercising becomes damaging to.0ne’s physical
- health and/or fits the criteria for addiction, in terms of inter-
fering with other important areas of one’s life, Exercise ad-
diction is also QOmmG correlated with anorexia and bulimia,
-and ‘is - guite o__oSsroﬂ especially ,mBOSm.. food-restricting
~anorexics. 3 o
An exercise addict becomes preoccupiéd with the act of
exercising, as well as with body image. Anorexics and bu-
limics are focused lon losing weight and, being thin; body
builders and power lifters are focused ‘on attaining muscle
mass and physical strength. Those whoare especially prone

10, exercise ,ma&n&: Include dancers, gymnasts, competi- -

tive athletes, wrestlers, and long-distance runners.

. As with deliberate self-injury- (for example, by cutting or
burning), during mﬂoscoc_m_vgmhomw.mxgommm._ the body’s
own natural endorphins are released in response to pain.
Greater intensity, &E,maos,_ and/or frequency of exercise
may be needed over time. o produce similar effects. The

- “runner’s high,” for instance, is experienced when the body
pushes itself past its limits—however, taking it too far may
lead to physical collapse or injury. Like other addicts, the ex-
ercise addict continues despite the consequences. Athletic
performance may actually suffer. FPhysical withdrawal symp-
- toms are rare but include changes in appetite, mwm.m? and
increased sensitivity and decreased tolerance to pain, m_mu\nﬁo.
logical withdrawal maa.:?ogm may HoEQm depression, anx-
fety, or anger, hostility, and rage. : -
Additionally, exercise addicts are likely- to also -abuse

i o

AT
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drugs. Anabolic steroids and growth hormones are some-
times used by weight. lifters and body builders to produce
rapid muscle .and weight gain. Sometimes diuretics and
anti-wasting HIV drugs are also inappropriately used. Other
“performance enhancing” drugs and substances often
abused by exercise addicts of all types include pain, muscle
relaxant, and anti-inflammatory drugs; “speed”: beta block-
ers; and nutritional supplements and foods.

Compulsive Shopping and Spending

Compulsive shopping and spending 1s another addiction that
a sel-injurer may be likely to slip into, especially because
this is mest prevalent in fernales, especially teenagers.and

‘young women; women with eating disorders, especially

bulimia; women who have a history of childhood sexual .
abuse; upper-middle-class teens and young women, All of
these. characteristics fit the profile of the typical self-injurer.

Compulsive mmowE:m can easily become another highly
impulsive behavior, which is fun, exciting, social, and a fa-
vorite*pastime of many womer. However, it typically leads
to spending, frequently much more money than one . actu-
ally has, and'using poor judgrent. Especially with the avail-

“ability of credit.cards, one can quickly get into significant

financial debt or not have enough money to pay for the gen-
eral.necessities. of life. Needless to say, this can cause sig--

-mificant stress and anxiety. -

Teenagers and young adult wormen “shopaholics” who
are into the fashion scene often buy a lot of clothes, some-
times that they do not even wear, Even on her moderate
teacher’s salary, Claudia, who was also a compulsive over-
eater, bought so many clothes on one shopping trip that she
did not realize that-sié had bought two jeans jackets that
were exactly the same. She ended up eating nickel-and-dime
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, ‘302 likety, if not ,S@%mw?. lead..to disappointment. ng_

heartbreak. In 85@5&% or substitution for any other

addiction, it can cause one to go around and around in a vi-
clous cycle,

Child Sexual Abuse, Cross-Addictions, &nd Relapse
In an acadernic journal article, “The Role of Incest Issues in

~Relapse” (Young 1990), it is stated that relapse is often
related to uncovering painful early childhood incest ex-

periences that have been defended against through self-.
destructive mQ%nﬁﬁm;@m:mSoa. Comprehensive . studies -

have established that relapse has been the most common
outcome of recovery programs that treat addictiveé behav-
‘iors. However, the possible existence of childhood sexual
abuse issues as a @Hm&%oasm factor of relapse, and -the
connection between cross-addiction and relapse, needs to,
be more fully explored. o _ o

Young further states that another aspect of relapse is the
phenorrienon of multi-addictions: Withdrawal from an.iden-
tified addictive behavior will often.lead to the unmasking of
~other addictive behaviors, Relapse may indicate the exis-

“tence of additional addictions that must be identified and

@.ﬁoﬁmn_ws_ order for recovery 1o proceed. Additionally, sex
and love addiction is often found in conjunction with al-
coholism, codependency, and compuisive overeating, and
often comes to light through the emergence of incest mern-
ories. Treatment of this hidden addiction (that is, sex and
love addiction) is.called for, s

self-injury is another possible “hidden addiction” that
should be explored; and treated if present. This is because it
s highly-correlated with child sexual abuse and incest, as
well as with the above-mentioned addictions.

[
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Relapse Prevention

Relapse is the recurrence of addictive behavior after a pe-
riod of abstinence. There are variable opinions among sci-
entists, clinicians, and treatment approaches, including the
Twelve Step approach, as to what exactly constitutes a re- .
lapse. For example, some define an alcohol relapse as “when

.one drinks X amount of alcohol over X period of time after

X amount of time abstinent” and others define relapse as
“any alcohol at all—~even one sip.” Thisisas

ource of great
controversy in the addictions feld. . _

- Rigorous honesty with oneself is esseritial in recovery.

- Commitrnent is sacred. Abstinence means honest, complete,

and total abstinence. It is too easy to play games, even in
one’s own mind, with words and definitions about how much
Is too much. And addiction substitution is another Qmmmoa
always lurking in the background. Why play with fire?
However, if one does relapse, it is helpful to see the re-
lapse as a “slip” or.a “temporary mm:ummwz and not a failure.

-Whatever gains (for example, in treatment; in therapy: in a
"+ Twelve Step program) that have been made have not all

been lost. It is like hitting a speed bump or a pothole (al-

though maybe a big pothole) on the great road of life. It is
important to get back on track as soon as possible,

-1t Is important for a recovering addict to be aware of her

.-owWn internal danger signals that may lead to a @oﬁm_smm_ re-

lapse. The self-injurer may recognize, for example, “I'm
angryl I'm emotionally escalated! I'm in a huge fight with

- my boyfriend! Romantic relationships are my danger areal”

She can then wisely choose positive alternatives instead of
having another self-injury episode. This may include remov-

ing herself from the Negative situation, seeking support,

and -using some OW_M%H, tools for relapse prevention. In

Alcoholics Anonyriioy

nyriious, there is a popular saying: “Never




v

el s

et
penn e AT

‘ueld vonusaeid esderar oy no A1res Anngsssoons
ﬂ%vm BulIdA0091 B disy ueo sy Aephioas sjo1ppe o ur,
aldoad pausssuoo say10 Pue ‘s1osuods uresSoid deag aajomy,
‘SI9I0 JUBOYILSS 'SPUSLI "SPa9U S, [ENPIAIPUT U]} 0 oyads
stew uerd e yons Bugsisep uy mnydipy A1ea 9q ueo siderowy
V ‘uopuadaud a8dojau doy uerd SWes e oary O 1Ippe. Ul
~A0J3J 81 JO3 POOS §1 3T ‘UOSEAT JassIEUM 10§ INDYNP SOW0D

~aq o1 ueym S9WN 18 pue 41940081 Al1ee Ut Aperoadsy

: ioddns reuonippe gunjess Supnpoug
émumimEEw cosomwaxmoamxﬁoumnwococo G@LEmmEs

S8 SI9UL "(LTVH) paJiL 10 “AjpuoT ‘Riduy AiBunyy 00} 153

mogy v st Amlulgies feym  9g







