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existing psychiatric disorders are rare but clinically significant and potentially dangerous
phenomena that warrant close attention from the medical and surgical teams.

Methods. This case report describes a 36-year-old female, a mother of three with no
prior history of psychiatric disorders. The patient developed severe anxiety, aggressive
outbursts, and prominent suicidal tendencies immediately following Bartholin's cyst

surgery. She made 3 suicide attempts within a single week. Although she exhibited
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revealed characteristics

active suicidal ideation, no major depressive symptoms were present. Neurological
assessment, including brain MRI, was unremarkable. However, psychometric testing

consistent with  Dependent Personality  Disorder.

Pharmacological treatment was initiated with quetiapine, which was later switched to
aripiprazole. Concurrently, the patient underwent a course of 6 sessions of bitemporal
electroconvulsive therapy (ECT). Subsequently, lithium carbonate was added to the

treatment regimen to further enhance impulse control.

Results. Suicidal thoughts diminished significantly following the very first ECT session.
The patient was eventually discharged with a diagnosis of "Other Specified Disruptive-
Control and Conduct Disorder" while maintained on aripiprazole. The addition of
lithium carbonate resulted in a further marked improvement in her impulsivity and

overall behavioral regulation.

Conclusion. This case highlights the complex neuropsychiatric sequelae that can
unexpectedly arise after minor surgical procedures in psychiatrically healthy individuals,
emphasizing the importance of prompt psychiatric consultation and the potential
efficacy of combined pharmacological and ECT interventions in managing refractory
postoperative impulse-control disturbances.

Practical Implications. This study underscores the necessity for swift evaluation of
psychiatric and therapeutic interventions in the sudden onset of impulsive suicidal

behaviors following surgery.

How to cite this article: Majidi Zolbanin S, Farnaz Rahmani F. Incidence of impulsive suicide attempts following
surgery: a case report. Med J Tabriz Uni Med Sciences. 2026;48(5):. doi: 10.34172/mj.026.35351. Persian.

Extended Abstract

Background

The sudden onset of self-harm and suicidal
ideation after surgery is rare but serious. This
phenomenon results from a complex interplay of
physical stress, neurobiological changes, medication
side effects, and underlying psychological
vulnerability. While mild postoperative mood

disturbances are common and self-limiting, severe
impulsive behavior is exceptionally uncommon,
especially in patients without prior psychiatric
history. Warning signs are often overlooked,
leading to delayed diagnosis and treatment.
Postoperatively, systemic inflammatory
cytokines disrupt the function of the brain and the
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balance of neurotransmitters. Elevated levels of
inflammatory biomarkers such as interleukin-6 and
C-reactive protein can precipitate confusion,
agitation, and mood instability. Anesthetics and
opioid analgesics further affect the function of the
central nervous system, sometimes causing
paradoxical dysphoria or emotional lability.
Disruption of daily routines, enforced immobility,
and loss of autonomy compound these
neurobiological effects, particularly in
psychologically vulnerable individuals.

Given these risks, healthcare providers should
maintain a high index of suspicion and implement
systematic screening protocols to detect early signs
of self-harm and suicidal ideation after surgery. A
coordinated multidisciplinary approach involving
surgeons, anesthesiologists, nurses, and mental
health specialists is essential to ensure timely
recognition and comprehensive care for at-risk
patients during this vulnerable postoperative period.

Case Report
This study reports a rare case of impulsive

suicidal behavior that emerged de novo after a
gynecological surgery. The patient was a 36-year-
old married mother of three with no personal or
family psychiatric history. She had been functioning
effectively in her occupational and social roles, with
no history of mood instability, substance use,
trauma, or suicidal ideation. Family members
described her baseline personality as calm and
nurturing.

Immediately after an uneventful excision of
Bartholin's cyst under general anesthesia, the patient
developed severe agitation, aggressive outbursts,
and intense recurrent suicidal impulses. Within one
week, she made three documented suicide attempts
by drug overdose. Upon transfer to a psychiatric
unit, she continued to display active suicidal
ideation with a concrete plan. However, her mood
was reactive and euthymic, without core depressive
symptoms such as anhedonia, low mood, or
neurovegetative disturbances. Additionally, sleep,
appetite, and social interactions remained intact,
complicating the diagnostic process. Neurological
evaluation, including brain MRI and

electroencephalography, was unremarkable.
Laboratory investigations were also within normal
limits. Formal psychometric assessment revealed
traits consistent with Dependent Personality
Disorder, suggesting an underlying psychological
vulnerability unmasked by surgical stress.

The clinical presentation did not align with any
classic diagnostic category, as the patient lacked
depressive or psychotic features sufficient for major
depressive disorder, brief psychotic disorder, or
substance-induced syndrome. Consequently, a
diagnosis of "Other Specified Disruptive, Impulse-
Control, and Conduct Disorder" was rendered,
reflecting severe impulse dysregulation and
aggressive behavior without any clear mood or
psychotic disorder. This case highlights the
importance of recognizing that even patients
without prior psychiatric history can develop life-
threatening postoperative psychiatric
decompensation, necessitating prompt evaluation
and comprehensive care.

Management

Management required a multimodal stepwise
approach tailored to the patient's unique clinical
presentation and the severity of her condition.
Given the immediate life-threatening nature of her
suicidal impulses, a rapid-acting intervention was
essential. Bitemporal electroconvulsive therapy
(ECT) was initiated as an emergency measure, with
the first session delivered within 24 hours of
psychiatric admission. Remarkably, after the initial
ECT session, the patient reported a marked
reduction in suicidal thoughts; subsequent sessions
consolidated this improvement and led to significant
stabilization of her agitation and behavioral
dyscontrol.

Pharmacotherapy was carefully tailored to
address the core features of impulsivity and
affective lability. The regimen was initiated with
quetiapine, an atypical antipsychotic with mood-
stabilizing properties, at a dose of 25 mg twice
daily, with gradual upward titration. However, due
to  dose-limiting  sedation and orthostatic
hypotension, quetiapine was transitioned to
aripiprazole, a partial dopamine agonist with a more
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favorable side-effect profile and documented anti-
impulsive properties. Aripiprazole was titrated to a
maintenance dose of 15 mg daily. Recognizing the
persistent residual impulsivity and the established
anti-suicidal efficacy of lithium carbonate, this
agent was subsequently added to the regimen, with
dose adjustments guided by serum level monitoring.
The combined pharmacological approach, alongside
a protective inpatient environment with close
observation and structured support, resulted in
significant and sustained clinical improvement.

Results
The patient demonstrated a remarkable and

sustained clinical response to the multimodal
treatment regimen. Following the initiation of
bitemporal electroconvulsive therapy, a dramatic
reduction in suicidal ideation was observed after the
very first session, with progressive consolidation of
this improvement throughout the subsequent 5
sessions. Concurrent pharmacological management
with aripiprazole and lithium carbonate contributed
to progressive stabilization of her affective lability
and impulsive  behavioral dyscontrol. The
combination of ECT and pharmacotherapy resulted
in the effective control of her previously
overwhelming suicidal impulses, with no further
self-harm attempts following the first week of
hospitalization.

Her aggressive outbursts and severe agitation,
which had been prominent features of her initial
postoperative presentation, gradually subsided over
the course of her inpatient stay. She became more
cooperative with nursing staff, more communicative
with family members, and increasingly engaged in
therapeutic activities and social interactions with
other patients in the unit. Her mood, which had
been reactive but unstable, normalized to a
euthymic baseline without significant fluctuations.
Importantly, the patient regained her premorbid
functional capacity, resuming independent self-care
activities and participating meaningfully in
occupational therapy sessions.

The patient was ultimately discharged to home
care after 21 days of hospitalization. A
comprehensive discharge plan was implemented,
including scheduled outpatient psychiatric follow-
up appointments at weekly intervals, medication
adherence monitoring with serum lithium level
checks, and a crisis intervention plan in case of
symptom recurrence. The family was provided with
psychoeducation regarding early warning signs of
relapse and the importance of maintaining a
supportive and low-stress environment. The
patient's prognosis was considered favorable given
her robust response to acute interventions, absence
of chronic psychiatric morbidity, and strong family
support system. However, continued and long-term
follow-ups were emphasized to monitor ongoing
response and prevent potential relapse of impulsive
behaviors.

Conclusion
This case underscores a critical gap in post-

surgical care: the frequent absence of systematic
psychiatric risk assessment and the failure to
recognize that even patients with no prior
psychiatric history can experience severe life-
threatening psychiatric decompensation in the
postoperative period. It demonstrates a complex
psychosomatic emergency, where acute
physiological stress, neuroinflammation, anesthetic
agents, and underlying psychological vulnerability
converge to trigger severe impulsive dysregulation,
even without classic mood disorder symptoms. The
positive outcome highlights the importance of
prompt psychiatric evaluation following surgery
and the effectiveness of an integrated stepwise
treatment approach combining rapid interventions
such as ECT with targeted pharmacotherapy for
long-term stabilization. These findings advocate for
the integration of psychiatric liaison services within
surgical units and the development of standardized
screening protocols to identify at-risk individuals
preoperatively.
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