
Bullying and Self-Harm 
 
Introduction:  A dermatologic visit can be a window of opportunity.  We 
recently saw a 12 year-old girl for an atrophic alopecic area of the scalp.  
Discoid lupus and excoriation were in the differential diagnosis.  It became 
clear that this child had been the victim of bullying at school.  Althugh the 
dermatologic literature does not at present address self-harm as a sequiela to 
bullying, there are a few articles which address this area.  We feel it is 
important to draw attention to the relationship of bullying to self-harm since 
it may be an earlier sign of trouble than suicide in the adolescent population.  
Dermatologists may be in a position to diagnose the problem before it 
escalates. 
 
Case Report:  The patient is a 12 yo girl referred by her pediatrician for 
evaluation of a depressed alopecic area at the vertex of the scalp.  The 
patient stated she had no idea how it had gotten there and denied picking or 
traumatizing the area. The appearance suggested discoid lupus erythematosis 
or the result of excoriation.  In exploring the latter hypothesis, I asked about 
"stressful life events" and in response both the child and her mother started 
to cry.  They told me how she had been taunted at school, pushed into 
lockers, her locker had been vandalized and she had been ridiculed and 
reviled on FaceBook.  The parents had complained to the school 
administration but had gotten little support. 
    We discussed how bullying could lead to self-harm, and it turned out that 
some of her classmates had remarked that she seemed to be picking on her 
scalp while at school.  It seems clear that in this case bullying led to self-
harm in the form of a deep excoriation. 
 
Discussion: 
Over the past few months, the public has become more aware of the dark 
sequelae of bullying at school.  The suicide of Phoebe. Prince in South 
Hadley, Massachusetts (ref) has received wide attention.  As dermatologists 
we may be in a unique position to recognize early signs of stress from 
bullying in our patients.  In this particular case, we did not suspect 
antecedent bullying as a cause for our patients unusual scalp lesion until a 
chance question brought it to light.  As it was, this history gave us an 
opportunity to intervene and compel the school authorities to take this 
student’s distress more seriously.  Suicide is the most serious result of 
school bullying, but sometimes-earlier signs of bullying such as (elaboratre) 
may be encountered.  These behaviors are a cry for help that we may be 



privileged to hear and must be listened to. 
 
More discussion of "self-harm"  Types, other antecedents.  References. 
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