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Self-harm is a common behavior in individuals with 
borderline personality disorder, occurring during the 
lifetime of about 80% of patients and characterized by 
repeated deliberate non-suicidal means of self-injury.1
Deliberate foreign body ingestion (DFBI) is a self-harm 
behavior seen mainly in individuals with borderline 
personality disorder in which they purposefully swallow 
non-nutritive objects.1

Background

• DFBI predominantly occurs in women with borderline 
personality disorder who have extensive history of 
self-harm and frequent psychiatric hospitalizations2. 
They are oftentimes victims of childhood physical or 
sexual abuse1.

• This behavior is often exhibited as a form of self-
punishment³, attention seeking4, relief of emotional 
distress1, or leverage of power over their provider3. 
Additionally, it is a form of self-harm that is easier to 
conceal due to absence of overt visible evidence3.

• Treatment of DFBI is challenging and requires a 
multidisciplinary approach. Endoscopy is often 
indicated in acute swallowing events, especially 
involving sharp objects, due to risk of perforation and 
obstruction throughout the GI tract5. A particular 
challenge in the treatment of DFBI is repeated 
behavior, with one study showing a readmission rate 
of 37% within 30 days of discharge6. Dialectical 
behavioral therapy has been shown to decrease the 
frequency of self-injury3.

• Studies have shown that psychopharmacological 
approaches with naltrexone and clonidine lead to a 
decreased impulse for self-injurious behavior1,3,7. 
However, there are yet to be studies assessing the 
efficacy of these interventions specifically in DFBI 
cases3,7.

Objective

A 20-year-old transgender male with a history of 
borderline personality disorder, schizoaffective disorder 
bipolar type, polysubstance use disorder, PTSD, anxiety 
presented to the ER from our behavioral health center 
after deliberately swallowing 7 coins. He has an 
extensive history of self-injurious behavior including 
multiple suicide attempts, superficial cutting, and 
deliberate foreign body ingestion. He also has a history 
of trauma, reportedly suffering from sexual abuse by his 
father from age 7. Less than 3 weeks prior to the 
incident, he removed a piece of metal from a mask and 
used it to try to cut himself on the leg. After meeting 
with the treatment team, he was agreeable to being 
started on naltrexone 50 mg once daily in order to 
decrease the cravings for self-harm and received his first 
dose the following day. The day prior to the ER visit, the 
patient reported swallowing coins “to feel better”, 
although not observed by any staff. He was 
subsequently medically evaluated and endorsed left 
upper quadrant pain and loss of appetite. On physical 
examination, he had tenderness to palpation in the 
epigastric region, but otherwise unremarkable. He was 
transferred to the ER via EMS on 1:1 observation for 
evaluation and treatment. 
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• This case highlights the relationship between 
deliberate foreign body ingestion and other 
mechanisms of self-harm in patients with a borderline 
personality disorder.

• Management requires clinicians to practice vigilance 
and patience, as swallowing events often require swift 
medical intervention and are usually repetitive in 
nature.

• DFBI is uncommon and there is a lack of research on 
the treatment of this specific form of self-harm. DBT 
and psychopharmaceutical intervention with 
naltrexone or clonidine is effective in reducing general 
self-harm behavior.

Conclusion

The primary objective of this case report is to discuss the 
risk factors, complications, and management of DFBI in 
patients with borderline personality disorder.

Discussion

At the ER, he underwent an upper endoscopy, in which 6 
coins were successfully identified and removed from the 
stomach. Additionally, a wire from a mask was identified 
and removed from the duodenum. Additional 
impressions from the endoscopy include erythematous 
mucosa in the pylorus and erythematous duodenopathy. 
Symptoms of epigastric pain and loss of appetite were 
found to be resolved after the procedure. Following the 
ER visit, upon questioning, he describes swallowing the 
coins due to being “tempted to do so”. Regarding the 
wire removed from the duodenum, he admits it was a 
wire from a mask given to him by the EMT in the 
ambulance. His reasoning for this was “I just did it, they 
didn’t notice me swallowing the wire”. When questioned 
on whether he would ingest a foreign object in the 
future, his response was “I don’t know”.
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