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Intentional Use of Known Allergens for Self-Harm 
Behavior

Uso Intencional de Alergénios Conhecidos para 
Comportamentos Autolesivos
 

	 Intentional self-harm represents a challenge for health-
care professionals.1 Non-suicidal self-injury includes be-
haviors such as skin scratching, cutting, burning and hitting 
oneself.1 Contributing factors include genetics, psychiatric 
conditions, and social influences.1 About 18% of United 
States high school students engage in non-suicidal self-in-
jury, rising to 24% among female adolescents.2 In Portugal, 
evidence suggests a rising prevalence of self-harm among 
adolescents.3

	 Deliberate use of allergens for self-harm is remarkably 
rare in the literature. Reported cases include suicide at-
tempts using penicillin, peanut butter, canned fish or peach 
juice ingestion.4,5 No cases of self-harm lacking suicidal in-
tent with known allergens were found.
	 Non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) hyper-
sensitivity affects 0.6% - 5.7% of the population,6 and they 
are widely available without a medical prescription. We re-
port the case of an adolescent with ibuprofen hypersensitiv-
ity, who intentionally used this drug for self-harm.
	 We present a 13-year-old female with an intellectual 
developmental disorder, regularly assessed in child and 
adolescent psychiatry (CAP) appointments and under regu-
lar psychotherapy. She had a dysfunctional family environ-
ment, recurrent conflicts, and poor school performance, 
suffering from bullying along with difficulties integrating with 
peers. 
	 She was referred to the allergology clinic for suspected 
ibuprofen hypersensitivity, following three reproducible epi-
sodes of generalized urticaria and palpebral angioedema 
immediately after ibuprofen intake. To confirm the diagno-
sis, we performed an open (both the patient and the clini-
cian know what substance is being administered) oral prov-
ocation test (OPT) with ibuprofen, positive after a cumula-
tive dose of 370 mg, with eyelid/retroauricular urticaria and 
labial angioedema within 90 minutes. Total NSAIDs avoid-
ance was recommended, except for paracetamol (posteri-
orly tolerated) and nimesulide, following a negative open 
OPT.
	 Subsequent CAP evaluations revealed she had been 
developing intentional self-harm behaviors, specifically 
forearm self-mutilation, without suicidal ideation, due to 
anxiety. Four months after hypersensitivity confirmation, 
she presented twice to the emergency department with 
generalized urticaria and angioedema, without any appar-
ent precipitating factor. Later on, the intentional intake of 

ibuprofen in those episodes was admitted by the patient, 
as a reaction to family disfunction. Assessment by social 
services led to patient institutionalization. 
	 This case highlights an adolescent with a psychiatric 
background who used a known allergen for non-suicidal self-
harm, rarely reported but a potentially overlooked behavior. 
Its true prevalence is unknown due to under-recognition or 
mislabeling as accidental exposure. Preventive measures 
are crucial, including early identification of self-injurious 
tendencies in allergic patients, particularly those with risk 
factors for severe reactions, monitoring of psychiatric co-
morbidities, patient education and personalized emergency 
plans. Collaboration between allergists, psychiatrists, and 
other healthcare providers is essential for proper manage-
ment.

PREVIOUS AWARDS AND PRESENTATIONS
	 This case was previously presented as a poster at the 
5th National Congress of Immunoallergology of Hospital da 
Luz, organized by the Allergy and Immunology Department 
of Hospital da Luz Lisboa, held on May 24th, 2024.
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