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What is borderline personality disorder?
Borderline personality disorder is a mental illness that severely impacts a person’s 
ability to regulate their emotions. This loss of emotional control can increase 
impulsivity, affect how a person feels about themselves, and negatively impact 
their relationships with others. Effective treatments are available to manage the 
symptoms of borderline personality disorder. Learn more about the disorder, how 
it’s diagnosed, and how to find support.

What are the signs and symptoms?
People with borderline personality disorder may experience intense mood swings 
and feel uncertainty about how they see themselves. Their feelings for others 
can change quickly, and swing from extreme closeness to extreme dislike. These 
changing feelings can lead to unstable relationships and emotional pain.

People with borderline personality disorder also tend to view things in extremes, 
such as all good or all bad. Their interests and values can change quickly, and 
they may act impulsively or recklessly.

Other signs or symptoms may include:

•	 Efforts to avoid real or perceived abandonment, such as plunging headfirst into 
relationships—or ending them just as quickly.

•	 A pattern of intense and unstable relationships with family, friends, and loved ones.

•	 A distorted and unstable self-image or sense of self.

•	 Impulsive and often dangerous behaviors, such as spending sprees, unsafe 
sex, substance abuse, reckless driving, and binge eating. Please note: If these 
behaviors happen mostly during times of elevated mood or energy, they may 
be symptoms of a mood disorder and not borderline personality disorder.

•	 Self-harming behavior, such as cutting.

•	 Recurring thoughts of suicidal behaviors or threats.
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•	 Intense and highly variable moods, with episodes lasting from a few hours to a 
few days.

•	 Chronic feelings of emptiness.

•	 Inappropriate, intense anger or problems controlling anger.

•	 Feelings of dissociation, such as feeling cut off from oneself, observing oneself 
from outside one’s body, or feelings of unreality.

Not everyone with borderline personality disorder may experience all of these 
symptoms. The severity, frequency, and duration of symptoms depend on the 
person and their illness.

People with borderline personality disorder have a significantly higher rate of 
self-harming and suicidal behavior than the general population.

People with borderline personality disorder who are thinking of harming 
themselves or attempting suicide need help right away.

If you or someone you know is in immediate distress or is thinking about hurting 
themselves, call or text the Suicide and Crisis Lifeline at 988 or chat at 988lifeline.
org/chat.  You can also text the Crisis Text Line (GOT5 to 741741).  These services 
are available 24/7 to anyone and are completely confidential.  
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What causes borderline personality disorder?
Researchers aren’t sure what causes borderline personality disorder, but studies 
suggest that genetic, environmental, and social factors may increase the risk of 
developing it. These factors may include:

Family history: People who have a close family member (such as a parent 
or sibling) with the illness may be at a higher risk of developing borderline 
personality disorder.

Brain structure and function: Research shows that people with borderline 
personality disorder may have structural and functional changes in the brain, 
especially in the areas that control impulses and emotion regulation. However, 
the studies do not demonstrate whether these changes were risk factors for the 
illness or if such changes were caused by the disorder.

Environmental, cultural, and social factors: Many people with borderline 
personality disorder report experiencing traumatic life events, such as abuse, 
abandonment, or hardship during childhood. Others may have been exposed to 
unstable, invalidating relationships or conflicts.

Although these factors may increase a person’s risk, it doesn’t mean it is certain 
that they’ll develop borderline personality disorder. Likewise, people without these 
risk factors may develop the disorder in their lifetime.
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How is borderline personality disorder 
diagnosed?
A licensed mental health professional—such as a psychiatrist, psychologist, or 
clinical social worker—who is experienced in diagnosing and treating mental 
disorders can diagnose borderline personality disorder based on a thorough 
interview and a discussion about symptoms. A careful and thorough medical 
exam also can help rule out other possible causes of symptoms. In diagnosing the 
illness, providers will discuss a person’s symptoms and ask about family medical 
histories, including histories of mental illness.

Borderline personality disorder is usually diagnosed in late adolescence or early 
adulthood. Occasionally, a person younger than age 18 may be diagnosed with 
borderline personality disorder if symptoms are significant and last at least a year.

What other illnesses can co-occur with 
borderline personality disorder?
Borderline personality disorder often occurs with other mental illnesses, such as 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). These co-occurring disorders can make 
it harder to diagnose and treat borderline personality disorder, especially if 
symptoms of other illnesses overlap with symptoms of the disorder. For example, a 
person with borderline personality disorder also may be more likely to experience 
symptoms of major depression, PTSD, bipolar disorder, anxiety disorders, 
substance abuse, or eating disorders.
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How is borderline personality disorder treated?
Borderline personality disorder historically has been viewed as challenging to 
treat. But with newer, evidence-based treatment, many people with this disorder 
experience fewer and less severe symptoms, improved functioning, and better 
quality of life. It is important for patients with borderline personality disorder to 
receive treatment from a licensed mental health professional. Other types of 
treatment, or treatment from a provider who is not appropriately trained, may be 
ineffective or dangerous.

Many factors affect the length of time it takes for symptoms to improve once 
treatment begins. It is important for people with borderline personality disorder 
and their loved ones to be patient and receive support during treatment.

It is important to seek—and stick with—treatment
Studies funded by the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) indicate that 
individuals with borderline personality disorder who don’t receive adequate 
treatment are more likely to develop other chronic medical or mental illnesses and 
are less likely to make healthy lifestyle choices.
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Psychotherapy
Psychotherapy, sometimes called “talk therapy,” is the first-line treatment for 
people with borderline personality disorder. Most psychotherapy occurs with 
a licensed, trained mental health professional in one-on-one sessions or with 
other individuals in group settings. Group sessions may help teach people with 
borderline personality disorder to interact with others and express themselves 
effectively.

Two examples of psychotherapies used to treat borderline personality disorder are:

•	 Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT): This treatment was developed specifically 
for individuals with borderline personality disorder. DBT uses concepts of 
mindfulness or awareness of one’s present situation and emotional state. 
DBT also teaches skills to help people control intense emotions, reduce self-
destructive behaviors, and improve relationships.

•	 Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT): This treatment can help people identify 
and change core beliefs and behaviors that come from inaccurate perceptions 
of themselves and others and problems interacting with others. It may help 
people reduce mood swings and anxiety symptoms and may reduce the 
number of self-harming or suicidal behaviors.

Medications
Because the benefits of prescription medication for borderline personality 
disorder are unclear, medications aren’t typically used as the primary way to treat 
the illness. However, in some cases, a psychiatrist may recommend medications to 
treat specific symptoms or co-occurring mental disorders such as mood swings or 
depression. Treatment with medications may require coordinated care from more 
than one medical professional.

Medications also can sometimes cause side effects in some people. Talk to your 
provider about what to expect from a particular medication.
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Where can I find help?
If you’re not sure where to get help, a health care provider can refer you to a 
licensed mental health professional, such as a psychiatrist or psychologist with 
experience treating borderline personality disorder.

Therapy for Caregivers and Family Members
Having a relative or loved one with the disorder can be stressful, and family 
members or caregivers may unintentionally act in ways that can worsen their 
loved one’s symptoms.

Although more research is needed to determine how well family therapy helps 
with borderline personality disorder, studies on other mental disorders show that 
including family members can help support a person’s treatment. Families and 
caregivers also can benefit from therapy.

Family therapy helps by:

•	 Allowing the relative or loved one to develop skills to understand and support 
a person with borderline personality disorder.

•	 Focusing on the needs of family members to help them understand the 
obstacles and strategies for caring for someone with the disorder.

How can I help a friend or family member with borderline 
personality disorder?
Here are some ways to help a friend or relative with the disorder:

•	 Take time to learn about the illness to understand what your friend or relative is 
experiencing.

•	 Offer emotional support, understanding, patience, and encouragement. 
Change can be difficult and frightening to people with borderline personality 
disorder, but things can improve over time.

•	 Encourage your loved one in treatment for borderline personality disorder to 
ask about family therapy.

•	 Seek counseling for yourself. Choose a different therapist than the one your 
relative is seeing.
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New York State Mental Health Program Directory
The Mental Health Program Directory provides information on all programs in New 
York State that are operated, licensed or funded by the State Office of Mental 
Health (OMH). This site includes three search options: Basic Search, Advanced 
Search, and Full Directory. Definitions for all programs are available under the 
Support tab, along with directory help and information on program data collection.  

Find services close to you at: https://my.omh.ny.gov/bi/pd/saw.dll?PortalPages#report

Mental Health Treatment Program Locator
The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) 
provides this online resource for locating mental health treatment facilities and 
programs. The Mental Health Treatment Locator section of the Behavioral Health 
Treatment Services Locator lists facilities providing mental health services to 
persons with mental illness. 

Find a facility in your state at: https://findtreatment.samhsa.gov/

For Immediate Help
If you are in crisis, experiencing emotional distress, or worried about someone 
you know: 

•	 Call or text the Suicide and Crisis Lifeline at 988 or chat at 988lifeline.org/chat. 
You can also text the Crisis Text Line (GOT5 to 741741). These services are 
available 24/7 to anyone and are completely confidential.

If you are thinking about harming yourself or thinking about suicide:

•	 Tell someone who can help right away

•	 Call your licensed mental health professional if you are already working with one

•	 Call your doctor

•	 Go to the nearest hospital emergency department

If a loved one is considering suicide:

•	 Do not leave them alone

•	 Try to get your loved one to seek immediate help from a doctor or the nearest 
hospital emergency room, or call 988

•	 Remove access to firearms or other potential tools for suicide, including 
medications



The New York State Office of Mental Health thanks the National Institute  
of Mental Health for providing the information contained in this booklet.  
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For questions or complaints  
regarding mental health services 
anywhere in New York State  
please contact:

New York State  
Office of Mental Health
Customer Relations
44 Holland Avenue
Albany, NY 12229

(800) 597-8481 (toll-free)

For information about mental health 
services in your community, contact 
the New York State Office of Mental 
Health regional office nearest you:

Central New York Field Office
545 Cedar Street, 2nd Floor
Syracuse, NY 13210-2319
(315) 426-3930

Hudson River Field Office
10 Ross Circle, Suite 5N
Poughkeepsie, NY 12601
(845) 454-8229

Long Island Field Office
998 Crooked Hill Road 
Building #45-3
West Brentwood, NY 11717-1087
(631) 761-2508

New York City Field Office
330 Fifth Avenue, 9th Floor
New York, NY 10001-3101
(212) 330-1650

Western New York Field Office
737 Delaware Avenue, Suite 200
Buffalo, NY 14209
(716) 533-4075

For additional information regarding 
this publication please contact:

NYS OMH Community Outreach  
and Public Education Office

44 Holland Avenue
Albany, NY 12229

(800) 597-8481 (toll free)
www.omh.ny.gov

Connect with OMH

www.twitter.com/nysomh 
@nysomh

www.facebook.com/nysomh

www.youtube.com/user/nysomh

In Crisis? 
We’ve got time to listen.
Text Got5 to 741741  

Call/Text 988 or  
Chat at 988lifeline.org
Are you in crisis, experiencing 
emotional distress, or worried  

about someone you know?

24 hrs/day, 7 days/wk


