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Background: Disturbance relationships are among the main problems of people with traits of
borderline personality disorder. An unpleasant parent-child relationship leads to a lack of stability
sense, differentiation, and self-other disturbance. Although self-other disturbance has been
considered one of the main criteria for borderline personality disorder for a long time, it has been
neglected compared to its other aspects.

Aims: The present study aimed to identify the self-other pattern in women with borderline personality
disorder.

Methods: The current research was basic research with a mixed approach using qualitative and
quantitative methods. The statistical population included women with traits of borderline personality
disorder, in addition to psychology and psychiatry specialists in Mashhad and Tehran in 2021. 15
women with traits of borderline personality disorder were selected from Ibn Sina Hospital in
Mashhad by convenience sampling using Leichsenring's borderline personality questionnaire (1999).
The data was collected in the qualitative part using Leichsenring's borderline personality
questionnaire and semi-structured interview, and in the quantitative part using a researcher-made
questionnaire and then analyzed by content analysis and confirmatory factor analysis.

Results: The results indicated the model of self-other includes components such as “relation to
parents”, “relation to the opposite sex” and “unsuccessful relationships”. Results of factor analysis
also indicated “relation to parents” has the most contribution to the model.

Conclusion: Self-other disturbance in women with a borderline personality disorder is fundamental
and a result of initial unstable relationships with parents. Therefore, the findings of the current study
can be used in the treatment of individuals with borderline personality disorder.
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Introduction

Borderline  personality  disorder (BPD) is
characterized by affective instability, identity
disturbance, and interpersonal dysfunction (Porter et
al., 2020). It is found in about 1.7% of the general
population (Gunderson et al., 2018). Empirical
research has mainly focused on affective instability
and impulsivity, in contrast, little attention has been
paid to interpersonal dysfunction (Renneberg et al.,
2012). Disturbance in relationships among the basic
features of this disorder has been recently noticed.
Theorists believe that people with BPD are
characterized by “all negative” and “all positive”
splits in self-representation (Kernberg, 1967), lack of
differentiation between self and others (De
Meulmeester et al., 2018; Neustadter et al., 2019), and
confusion about the self-other distinction. The self-
other disturbance is the inability to distinguish one's
body, actions, and mental states from others, which is
important for communication with others (Beeney et
al.,, 2016). Studies have emphasized self-other
disturbance and the narratives that people with BPD
have about these relationships. Narratives of people
with BPD are indicative of “inconsistency”
understood in terms of “painful incoherence”
(Schmidt & Fuchs, 2021). Lind et al. (2019) identified
the themes of agency, intimacy, and self-other
confusion by examining the life stories of 30 affected
people. In a study on 62 people with BPD, De
Meulmeester et al. (2021) claimed that the problems
of people with BPD were related to the lack of self-
other distinction. Beeney et al. (2016) studied 38
affected women and stated difficulty in distinguishing
self-other is a crucial problem in these people.
Abdevali et al. (2021) and Fineberg et al. (2018)
suggested that affected people maintain more
interpersonal distance than healthy people. In
addition, Bertsch et al. (2017) concluded that these
people are overly sensitive to relationship threats.
Hessels et al. (2022), in their research, pointed out
these people’s problems in social relations. Boucher
et al. (2017) expressed that the parent-child
relationship is BPD's most important environmental
factor. Miano et al. (2022) considered the romantic
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relationships of affected people to be full of failures
and many dysfunctional relationships.

Therefore, it seems that although self-other
disturbance has been proposed as one of the main
criteria of BPD and is the root of many of these
people’s problems, there is little knowledge about it,
especially in depth. It shows the need for conducting
further qualitative research regarding this matter.
Moreover, considering that the proportion of women
who receive this diagnosis is 3-4 times more than
men (Biskin, 2015), by knowing more about this
disorder, its consequences in the future generation
could be prevented. Consequently, the current
research aimed to design a self-other model in women
with a trait of BPD.

Method

This study was basic research with a mixed approach,
which is a combination of qualitative and quantitative
methods. In the qualitative phase, a research narrative
was used and in the quantitative phase, a confirmatory
factor analysis was used. In the qualitative phase, the
research community consisted of women with BPD in
addition to specialists in Tehran and Mashhad, Iran,
in the fall and winter of 2021. The convenience
sampling method was used to select women with
BPD referred to Ibn Sina Hospital in Mashhad, and
the Leichsenring (1999) questionnaire  was
implemented to screen the participants. Ultimately,
15 people were selected. Among the experts, 8 people
were selected by purposive sampling. In the
quantitative phase, the statistical population included
women with BPD in the spring and summer of 2022,
204 of whom were selected via convenience
sampling. The exclusion criteria of participants
consisted of diagnosis of any lifetime psychotic
disorder, drug addiction, alcohol use, and incomplete
answer to questions. The inclusion criteria also
consisted of having a trait of BPD, age of 20-50
years, 1Q > 70, permanent residence in Mashhad, and
informed consent to participate in the research. The
inclusion criteria for specialists included people with
at least a Ph.D. degree in one of the fields of
Psychology or Psychiatry who have been active in the
field of treatment of BPD disorder for at least 10
years, and the exclusion criteria included no relevant
work experience in the field of BPD treatment and
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activity less than 10 years. The participants narrated
their life stories through semi-structured interviews.
A total of 15 women with BPD were interviewed. The
age range of the participants in the qualitative and
quantitative phases was between 20 and 50 years. The
collected data were analyzed through content analysis
of the narratives and confirmatory factor analysis, and
the Self-Other Pattern was extracted. Then, with the
help of the focus group opinions, the pattern content
validity ratio (CVR) was evaluated.

Results

The participants’ narratives included chaotic,
superficial, unstable relationships. Finally, three main
themes of “relationship with parents”, “unsuccessful
relationships” and “relationship with the opposite
sex” were identified. The main theme of
“Relationship with Parents” included sub-themes of
the relationship between father and mother. In
relation to the father, stricture, rejecting,
unsupportiveness, and aggressiveness sub-themes
were obtained, and in relation to the mother, sub-
themes of neglect, weakness, fluctuation,
unreliability, and cold relationships were obtained.
The main theme of “Relationship with the opposite
sex” included the sub-themes of aggressiveness,
instability, betrayal, abusiveness, fearfulness,
naiveness, and disturbed relationships. “Unsuccessful
relationships™ also included the themes of rejection,
lack of understanding, superficial and non-intimate
relationships, clinginess, and being at the will of
others. After analyzing the narratives and designing
the self-other model, to obtain the CVR of the model,
the themes were extracted according to the form of
Lawche (1975) and were prepared to survey experts
(n=8), and they were asked to express their opinions
about each item. After inserting the results in the
formula, the CVR for the said model was calculated
at 0.75, which by comparing the CVR obtained with
the table of Lawshe (1975), the CVR was significant
and suitable.
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Conclusion

The findings of the present research showed that
“relationship ~ with  parents”, “unsuccessful
relationships” and “relationship with the opposite
sex” had the highest contributions, respectively. In
the interviews, the unstable and problematic
relationships of these people, especially with their
parents from a young age, were highlighted.
Especially the absence of parents, whether in reality
or psychologically indicated. The findings of studies
conducted by Hessels et al. (2022) and Boucher et al.
(2017) were consistent with the results of the present
research. It can be concluded that since a healthy
relationship with parents is the foundation of a child's
personality and considering the child's first
relationships with caregivers, a person's low-quality
relationship with their parents in adulthood can be
justified. The next finding was related to the
unhealthy relationships of the affected people in
social situations. The relationships of women with
BPD with others included avoidance, superficial and
non-intimate relationships, or clinging to others. The
findings of Barazandeh et al. (2016) Abdevali et al.
(2021) and Fineberg et al. (2018) are consistent with
some of the results of the present study and point to
the fact that people with BPD avoid others due to the
fear of being abandoned; however, the results of other
parts of the current research point to the tendency of
people with BPD to cling to others, which is contrary
to the results of the mentioned studies. Two
communication behaviors were observed. Some of
the participants decided to avoid others and some of
them showed to cling to others even by accepting
being abused by them. Both behaviors are adopted
due to the fear of being abandoned. By avoiding
others, the first group does not put themselves in a
situation where there is a possibility of being
abandoned, and the second group, by clinging to
others, tries to attract the positive opinion of others so
as not to be abandoned. Gunderson (1996) believes
that people with BPD have a fear of abandonment,
and this fear is rooted in traumatic childhood
separation experiences. It can be concluded that the
extreme sensitivity of women with BPD in
relationships is indicative of a serious initial injury
that they have experienced, and this injury has made
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them so sensitive in interpersonal relationships that
they cannot deal with the inevitable challenges of
interpersonal relationships. The next finding is related
to the troubled relationships of these people with the
opposite sex. Their relationships with the opposite
sex were unstable with fear, worry, aggression, and
betrayal. The studies of Bouchard and Sabourin
(2009), De Montigny-Malenfant et al. (2015), and
Miano et al. (2022) were consistent with the results of
the present study. It can be said that women with BPD
in romantic relationships follow a pattern of
inefficiency and instability. They have avoidant or
domineering behaviors due to the fear of rejection,
and in some cases due to not being understood. They
even cheat to encourage their husbands to control
them. Therefore, it can be concluded that the basis of
a person's personality as an independent
individualized being is formed through the
relationship with another (primary caregiver);
however, since in people with BPD, the other
(parents) is unpredictable and unstable, a fundamental
developmental failure occurs in these people when
they separate from the primary caregiver and this
separation leads to the lack of one of the basic tools
for independence and complete separation from the
caregiver. This incomplete process confuses the self-
other relationship and shows its consequences in the
future relationships of the individual with others. The
limitations of the present study were: the
defensiveness of some participants due to the private
nature of several questions, the sample not being
representative enough (the participants were only
women who were referred to the hospital clinic), and
the impossibility of random sampling in the
quantitative phase of the research due to the
Coronavirus pandemic. Therefore, it is suggested to
conduct similar research in men with BPD and other
personality disorders.
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