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‘Cutting’ May Be More Widespread Than Imagined 
B Y  B E T S Y  B AT E S

Los Angeles  Bureau

Self-injurious behavior in the
form of “cutting” may not
be as rare as child psychia-

trists once believed, nor is it al-
ways a red flag for imminent sui-
cide.

Instead, it may be an attempt
by a severely disconnected, de-
pressed teenager to gain focus
and control, said Michael Jellinek,
M.D., chief of child psychiatry at
Massachusetts General Hospital
in Boston.

“Cutting means different
things to different individuals,
and it occurs in a variety of set-
tings and circumstances. Often,
it’s profoundly misunderstood,”
Dr. Jellinek told this newspaper.

Child psychiatrists once as-
sumed that cutting was a precur-
sor to suicide. And although this
is true in some cases—especially
when self-inflicted wounds are
deep and in potentially lethal lo-
cations—the majority of children
and adolescents who purpose-
fully cut themselves do not have
an immediate wish or intent to
kill themselves.

“I see superficial, repetitive cut-

ting as a behavior that spans a
wide spectrum of motivations,
from a me-too form of self-ex-
pression to a sign of deep emo-
tional pain and dissociation,” he
said.

In its most benign form, cut-
ting is an outgrowth of a societal
change in which the body is used
as a template.

“As technology makes our lives
more anonymous, many young
people communicate their indi-
viduality by using their bodies as
canvases,” Dr. Jellinek said. Body
piercings or tattoos may repre-
sent a spectrum of meaning that
ranges from a display of fashion
sense to a screaming need for
recognition. 

For example, piercings may be
subtle, as in the piercing of an ear
or navel, or extreme, as in multi-
ple piercings involving the face,
breasts, and genitals, he ex-
plained. Tattoos can be small,
unobtrusive designs on the ankle
or small of the back, or can con-
stitute an aggressive, bodywide
statement that is impossible to
cover with clothing.

In this context, superficial dec-
orative cutting may be the self-ex-
pression of a fairly untroubled

adolescent who is copying a be-
havior from a more disturbed ac-
quaintance, or a fad—and not
necessarily a deviant one—that is
followed by a group of friends,
said Dr. Jellinek.

He cited a hypothetical patient,
Brian, an otherwise well-func-
tioning teenager who, after a sad
experience or while very anxious
during exam time, makes small
cuts on his forearm with the
sharp edge of a paper clip to
mimic the cutting he’s witnessed
in a friend with major depression.
He might tell other friends about
this behavior as a means of seek-
ing reassurance or empathy.

For another hypothetical pa-
tient, Maria, cutting may arise
from acute depression and self-re-
crimination. She may have cut
herself at a moment when she
felt life was not worth living, not
to actually take her life but as a
suicidal gesture, a cry for help,
and a punishment in which the
external pain is a substitute for
even more overwhelming inner
pain.

Meanwhile, another adoles-
cent, Katie, may secretly cut her-
self in a more serious, repetitive
manner. Her wounds may form

a pattern. She may cut herself ob-
sessively every day, more deeply
each time, hiding scars in various
stages of healing as she pulls
away from friends and family,
drops out of activities, and sees
her grades plummet.

It’s vital for family physicians
to realize that to Brian, Maria,
and especially Katie, cutting feels
like a solution, not a problem.

The cutting behavior awakens
Katie from a disconnected emo-
tional state to which she escapes
when she is overwhelmed by de-
spondency, anxiety, and low self-
esteem. When she cuts—or even
when she experiences the physi-
cal pain of a recent wound—she
feels focused, appropriately pun-
ished, and a bit more in touch
with herself. Cutting is some-
thing over which she has control.

“If you discover Katie’s cutting
and react with horror, you will
unknowingly add to her sense of
shame over a behavior that is the
only way she has found to relieve
her emotional torment,” Dr.
Jellinek advised.

“Instead, if you notice injuries
and explain in a nonjudgmental
way that you know of teenagers
who try to help themselves

through difficult times by cut-
ting, she may feel a tremendous
sense of relief.”

He recommended that family
physicians take the time to ex-
plain that they’re willing to help
the patient try to understand why
he or she has chosen cutting as a
solution, and what the real prob-
lem may be.

“Let her know that you may be
able to help her find other alter-
natives that will help her achieve
the same goal: feeling connected,
strong, and in control.”

Dr. Jellinek characterized cut-
ting as a highly complex symp-
tom of deeper psychological is-
sues. Sorting out the intrapsychic
states of adolescents as they think
about cutting and then cut them-
selves is a difficult task, even for
a mental health clinician with ex-
perience and training in this area.

He tapped pediatricians and
family physicians as important
“first responders” who can help
by being uncritical, understand-
ing, and open to patients’ expla-
nations of their cutting behavior.

“Recognizing the cutting as a
solution rather than as the whole
problem is a critical first step,” he
said. ■

Brain Imaging May Lead to Diagnostic Test for Bipolar Disorder
B Y  K AT E  J O H N S O N

Montreal  Bureau

C H I C A G O —  Magnetic resonance spec-
troscopy can identify distinct abnormali-
ties in the brain chemistry of patients
with bipolar disorder, opening up the pos-
sibility for a definitive diagnostic test, John
D. Port, M.D., said at the annual meeting
of the Radiological Society of North
America. 

“We hope to eventually refine this into
a clinically useful test that could shave
years off a patient’s time to diagnosis,” said
Dr. Port of the department of radiology
at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minn.

Physicians “clearly [need] a tool to help
diagnose bipolar disorder. We hope this
technique will prove helpful by identifying
metabolic markers of the disease,” he
said.

Using a 3T long-bore MR scanner,
which has twice the strength of scanners
used in previous studies on bipolar disor-
der, the researchers scanned the brains of
21 patients with a clear diagnosis of bipo-
lar disorder, and 21 healthy volunteers
matched for age, sex, and dominant hand.
The bipolar patients were medication
naive and free of substance abuse.

Each scan took about 1 hour and en-
abled the analysis of 14 regions, and five
metabolites within the brain tissue, Dr.
Port said.

Compared with healthy individuals,
bipolar patients had significantly different
levels of certain metabolites in two brain
areas that control behavior and movement.

In the right frontal white matter, myo-
inositol was significantly increased, and in
the right lentiform region, N-acetylaspar-
tate, glutamate/glutamine, and creatine
were significantly decreased in bipolar pa-
tients, compared with healthy normals, he
told this newspaper.

In addition, the analysis was able to dis-
tinguish between various severities of
bipolar disorder.

Patients with bipolar I illness had sig-
nificantly lower choline levels in the left
caudate region of the brain, compared
with patients with bipolar II illness and
bipolar illness not otherwise specified
(BP-NOS).

Additionally, right anterior cingulate cre-
atine levels were higher in bipolar I patients
(BP-I), than in bipolar II (BP-II) patients.

And, finally, the researchers found dif-
ferences in the right parietal white matter
of BP-I patients, compared with other
bipolar patients—a finding that they had
not expected.

“BP-I patients had significantly higher
levels of choline in their right parietal
white matter, compared with BP-II pa-
tients, and more N-acetylaspartate in this
region compared with BP-NOS patients,”
Dr. Port said. “This was surprising to us,
because until now, parietal white matter
was not thought to be involved in psychi-
atric disease.”

Dr. Port said the pattern of metabolite
abnormalities and locations form a “fin-
gerprint” of bipolar disorder and its vari-
ous subtypes. His research team, which
includes two psychiatrists, is hoping to use

this technique in the development of a di-
agnostic test. This will not only speed up
the diagnosis of bipolar disorder, but

might also help predict which patients
would benefit from various treatments,
he said. ■

An image of the brain of a bipolar disorder patient (upper left) is overlaid with a
grid showing creatine levels (upper right). Yellow/gold areas have highest creatine
levels. For a selected voxel (blue arrow), data confirm the creatine value.
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