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ABSTRACT

Background. — Borderline personality disorder (BPD) is a complex mental health condition characterized
by emotional, relational, and cognitive dysregulations. It is often misdiagnosed or underdiagnosed, con-
tributing to stigmatization and inconsistent treatment. The COVID-19 pandemic, with its unique stressors,
offered an opportunity to examine BPD traits in the general population.
Aims. - This study compares the manifestation of BPD traits during the COVID-19 pandemic across clinical
and non-clinical populations in France. It hypothesizes that the general population, despite experiencing
similar stress-induced behaviors, will exhibit different levels of BPD traits.
Methods. - We administered the Borderline Personality Questionnaire (BPQ), Impulsive Behavior Scale
(UPPS), and Beck Hopelessness Scale (BHS) to a sample of 563 respondents via an online questionnaire.
Results. - The findings reveal that while all groups exhibited elevated impulsivity and anxiety, BPD
patients exhibited significantly higher levels of hopelessness, suicidal tendencies, anxiety and depres-
sion. This indicates the chronic and pervasive nature of BPD compared with stress-induced behaviors in
the general population or other clinical samples.
Discussion. — The results highlight the distinct nature of BPD traits and the necessity of refined diagnostic
and treatment approaches. We specifically note that the “Emptiness” trait affects the overall severity of
BPD. The analysis allows for the nuanced understanding that BPD, rather than being a unified pathological
entity, is a disorder in which predominant traits can affect the overall severity.
Conclusion. — BPD is a prevalent yet underdiagnosed disorder, with traits such as chronic emptiness
remaining stable despite external stressors such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Focusing on understudied
traits such as emptiness could enhance therapeutic approaches, and further research is needed to refine
diagnostic methods and better understand BPD’s diverse symptom profiles.

© 2025 L’Encéphale, Paris. This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

RESUME

Contexte. — Le trouble de la personnalité borderline (TPB) est un trouble psychiatrique complexe carac-
térisé par des dysrégulations émotionnelles, relationnelles et cognitives. Il reste souvent mal diagnostiqué
ou sous-diagnostiqué, ce qui contribue a sa stigmatisation et a I'incohérence des approches thérapeu-
tiques. La pandémie de COVID-19, avec ses facteurs de stress uniques, a été I'opportunité d’examiner les
traits de personnalité correspondant au TPB dans la population générale.

Objectifs. — Cette étude vise a comparer la manifestation du TPB pendant la pandémie du COVID-19 dans la
population clinique et non clinique en France. Elle émet I'hypothése que la population générale, bien que
présentant des comportements similaires au TPB induits par le stress, présentera des niveaux différents
de symptomatologie.
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Méthodes. - Nous avons utilisé le questionnaire de personnalité borderline (BPQ), I'échelle de comporte-
ment impulsif (UPPS), I'échelle de désespoir de Beck (BHS), dans un échantillon de 563 répondants a un
questionnaire en ligne.

Résultats. - Les résultats révelent que si tous les groupes présentent une dimension impulsive et une
anxiété élevée, les patients souffrant de TPB présentent des niveaux significativement plus élevés de
désespoir, de tendances suicidaires, d’anxiété et de dépression. Cela suggére la nature chronique et
omniprésente du TPB par rapport aux comportements induits par le stress dans la population générale
ou dans d’autres échantillons cliniques.

Discussion. — Les résultats soulignent la nature distincte des traits de TPB et la nécessité d’affiner les
approches diagnostiques et thérapeutiques. Nous discutons en particulier du fait que le trait « sentiment
de vide » a un impact sur la sévérité globale du TPB. L’analyse permet une compréhension nuancée de la
TPB en tant que trouble ot les traits prédominants peuvent avoir un impact sur la sévérité globale plutot
qu’en tant qu'entité pathologique unifiée.

Conclusion. — Le TPB est un trouble répandu mais toujours sous-diagnostiqué, avec des traits comme le
« sentiment de vide » qui restent stables malgré des facteurs de stress externes comme la pandémie de
COVID-19. Le fait de se concentrer sur des traits peu étudiés comme le « sentiment de vide » pourrait
améliorer les approches thérapeutiques, et des recherches supplémentaires sont nécessaires pour affiner

les méthodes de diagnostic et mieux comprendre les divers profils de symptomatologie dans le TPB.
© 2025 L’Encéphale, Paris. Cet article est publié en Open Access sous licence CC BY (http://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

1. Introduction
1.1. Borderline personality disorder

Borderline personality disorder (BPD) symptoms include “fran-
tic” attempts to avoid abandonment, impulsivity, dissociative
symptoms, and emotional dysregulation [1], recalling the traits
of bipolar disorder (BD) [2] or schizophrenia [3]. BPD patients
often navigate multiple healthcare services and require extensive
support, reflecting the complexity of their needs and recurrent
relapses [4], and psychiatric hospital staff do not always have
appropriate attitudes toward them [5]. For example, healthcare
professionals (HCPs) exhibited less empathy and more negative
attitudes toward, and favored shorter-term treatment approaches
for, those with BPD, with only a minority expressing interest in
enhancing their professional competencies in managing patients
with this condition [5]. In 2020, personality disorder (PD) diag-
noses still appeared to be undervalued or underestimated by HCPs
[6,7], as the condition is still confused with behavioral eccen-
tricities or abnormalities that occur in non-pathological human
functioning.

BPD is often misdiagnosed as BD due to “stigma, unfamiliarity
[...] and perceived difficulty in treating” [8] and heterogeneous
phenotypes [9]. Clinicians even tend to avoid diagnosing BPD [10].
HCPs or the general population (including patients’ families) may
even conclude that BPD is not “real” [11]. More precisely, some
studies indicate that certain clinicians perceive BPD patients as
manipulative, attributing to them greater control over their emo-
tions and behaviors compared with other patients, and viewing
their actions as deliberate misconduct rather than symptoms of a
mental illness [12,13]. HCPs can feel that they are failing if they find
“just” a PD [14]. Patients themselves describe differences in their
experiences of diagnostic procedures, differences that have a strong
impact on follow-up and on their trust in care services [15]. In a
systematic literature review on patients’ experiences, Lester et al.
reported that patients often face negative and unhelpful responses
from HCPs, resulting in inconsistent care, lack of empathy, mis-
understanding of self-harm behaviors, and feelings of invalidation
and powerlessness [15]. From these negative experiences, broader
concerns arise about the diagnosis, including doubts as to the valid-
ity of PD diagnoses and the stigma associated with BPD. Some
patients felt that BPD was used as a label when clinicians were
unsure of the appropriate diagnosis [ 16]. Positive experiences with

diagnosis communication were linked to factors such as promot-
ing patient autonomy, offering psychoeducation, collaborating on
more tailored therapies, and maintaining transparency within the
therapeutic relationship [15].

In contrast, on the research side, data about BPD overdiagno-
sis have created confusion about its prevalence among PDs. When
looking at the hypothetical PD overdiagnosis in an eating disor-
der sample in 2013, Von Lojewski et al. [17] showed that among
those with PD diagnoses (58%), clusters C and B were the most rep-
resented; when checking for PD dimensions, however, they found
significantly lower BPD scores, indicating that, depending on the
trait descriptions, one can interpret the presence of a full BPD
diagnosis when only a few criteria are met. Another research area
that has created confusion is the examination of lifelong symp-
tom expression. For example, misinterpreted longitudinal studies
can be used to demonstrate high remission rates and low relapse
rates, given that BPD can “self-resolve”, hiding the impact of peri-
ods of crisis when symptoms re-emerge and affect patient life [18].
This difficulty of consistently considering, diagnosing, and treating
BPD has a strong impact on diagnostic politics (e.g., regarding the
struggle to recognize child and adolescent detection [19]) and also
hinders clinical care development [20].

The recent COVID-19 pandemic crisis represents a real-time
experience of strong emotional dysregulation, relational issues,
a sense of isolation or abandonment amid need, heightened sui-
cide risk, impulsivity issues, and even of psychotic expressions:
the general population experienced stress, sleep disorders, height-
ened depression-anxiety symptoms [21], and worsened mental
health[22].Research has mostly examined “mental health” or “psy-
chological distress” rather than precise psychopathological issues
[23]. In their systematic literature review of the mental health
research focus during the COVID-12 pandemic, Liang et al. [23]
analyzed keywords as representing the focus of articles. Some inter-
est in pathological issues is indicated by the keywords “burnout”,

” o« » o« ” o«

“trauma”, “insomnia”, “psychiatry”, “psychotherapy”, “depressive
symptoms”, “psychological intervention”, “anxiety”, “depression”,
“PTSD”, and “suicidal ideation”, all of which were clustered as
“stress” terms in the reviewed analyses, representing the 7th-
ranked cluster of research terms during the pandemic, above the
8th-ranked cluster in the report (see Table 5 in [23]).

Considering how the specifically “vulnerable” psychiatric pop-
ulation reacted to the crisis can help us understand their reaction
to heightened stress compared with that of the general population.
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1.1.1. Aims

We aim to compare the prevalence of BPD traits during COVID-
19 across a clinical and non-clinical population recruited via online
questionnaires. We hypothesize that even if the general popula-
tion undergoes similar BPD-like dysregulation, they will not have
declared borderline trait levels comparable to those of BPD patients.

2. Methods
2.1. Procedures

The participants accessed the survey through a link and com-
pleted it in full. Research ethics committee approval was deemed
unnecessary. The protocol adhered to Declaration of Helsinki ethics
recommendations regarding patient information and collecting
informed consent, and to General Data Protection Regulation
(GDPR) rules regarding the collection of anonymous data. Partic-
ipants provided online informed consent for both participation
and the publication of results. The survey, which included clinical
scales and demographic questions, took 20-30 minutes to com-
plete online. The exclusion criteria were a known neurological
disease and developmental disability. Participants were proficient
in French, over 18 years old, and were naive as to the purpose of
the study.

2.2. Participants

We recruited 563 respondents via an online questionnaire
in France from September 2020 to March 2021, excluding 49
responses due to missing data. The healthy control group during the
pandemic' (Gp1) comprised the 246 participants with no declared
psychiatric issues. The general clinical group during the pandemic
(Gp2) comprised 241 participants with a history of anxiety or
depression necessitating psychiatric care (at least once). These par-
ticipants were called “clinical” based on their own declaration of
having ever received psychiatric care. A small group of BPD patients
was also recruited during the pandemic (n=27). They constituted
the BPD Group (Gp3) and were recruited by snowball sampling
via a network of clinical psychologists and psychiatrists who were
asked to share the questionnaire link with their BPD patients. As the
link was anonymously shared, their diagnoses were considered to
be self-declared, as we trusted the participants’ solemn declara-
tions. The mean age of Gp1 was 32.4 years (SD=13.6), of Gp2 was
35.6 years (SD=12.6), and of Gp3 was 47.9 years (SD=11.3). The
gender ratio was 131 male, 380 female, and three non-gendered
participants.

2.3. Measures

2.3.1. Borderline Personality Questionnaire

This questionnaire assesses the presence and severity of BPD
traits. The Borderline Personality Questionnaire (BPQ) [24] is an
80-item true/false self-report measure with nine subscale scores
corresponding to the nine criteria of BPD diagnosis: impulsiv-
ity, affective instability, abandonment, relationships, self-image,
suicide/self-mutilation, emptiness, intense anger, and quasi-
psychotic states. All subscale scores will be noted as the traits
they represent by using upper case; for example, the abandon-
ment subscale score=Abandonment and the emptiness subscale
score =emptiness. BPQ has a Cronbach’s « of 0.93. Analyses
indicated high internal consistency («=0.84), good test-retest
reliability (r=0.77), significant discrimination from schizotypal

1 “Pandemic” here refers here to the period of lockdowns and restrictive protec-
tions that occurred during the COVID-19 outbreak in France up to March 2021.
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personality disorder (r=-0.31, P<0.05), significant convergence
with SCID-II (r=0.72), and significant predictive validity for psy-
chiatric diagnosis (P<0.01) [25]. We applied a cutoff score of >56
based on validation studies in a younger population [26] and cor-
responding to a previous finding of a mean score of>52 in BPD
patients (non validated) [27].

2.3.2. UPPS Impulsive Behavior Scale-Short version

The UPPS Impulsive Behavior Scale-Short version (UPPS-S) [28]
is a self-report scale comprising 20 items assessing four factors of
impulsivity:

® negative urgency);

e positive urgency

¢ lack of premeditation;
e lack of perseverance;
e sensation seeking.

Positive urgency assesses the level of impulsivity caused by
positive emotions, and negative urgency assesses the level of
impulsivity caused by negative emotions. We used the French ver-
sion of the UPPS-S scale [28], which presented reliable internal
consistency with Cronbach’s « values of 0.78 for negative urgency,
0.70 for positive urgency, 0.79 for lack of premeditation, 0.84
for lack of perseverance, and 0.83 for sensation seeking. Recent
research has measured subscale mean scores in psychiatric disor-
ders ranging from 9.85 (3.2) to 13.02 (2.86) for negative urgency,
from 10.43 (2.84) to 12.56 (3.00) for positive urgency, from 8.77
(2.91)to 11.14(2.92) for Sensation Seeking, from 7.26 (2.69) to 8.25
(2.86) for lack of premeditation, and from 7.12 (2.45) to 9.03 (3.21)
for lack of perseverance [29]. We will use the reported mean scores
for PD as reference scores for moderate impulsivity, with 8.49(0.31)
for negative urgency, 7.26 (0.26) for positive urgency, 7.27 (0.21)
for lack of premeditation, 7.36 (0.22) for lack of perseverance, and
10.22 (0.30) for sensation seeking.

2.3.3. Beck Hopelessness Scale

The Beck Hopelessness Scale (BHS) is a widely used psycholog-
ical assessment tool designed to measure the extent of negative
expectations about the future. This scale comprises 20 true/false
items evaluating three major aspects of hopelessness: feelings
about the future, loss of motivation, and expectations; we used
the French validation of this scale [30]. BHS has been validated in
clinical and non-clinical populations and is notable for its strong
psychometric properties (its Cronbach’s « coefficients typically
range from 0.82 to 0.93, indicating high internal consistency) with
a cutoff score of >9 [31].

2.3.4. Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale

The Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS) is a self-
assessment measure specifically designed to identify and quantify
levels of anxiety and depression among patients in non-psychiatric
hospital settings. HADS consists of 14 items, divided into two sub-
scales: seven items for anxiety (HADS-A) and seven for depression
(HADS-D) in the French validation, as in the original version [32].
Each item is rated on a four-point Likert scale, contributing to a
score range of 0-21 for each subscale. In terms of reliability, its
Cronbach’s « values are in the range of 0.68 to 0.93 for HADS-A and
0.67 to 0.90 for HADS-D, with cutoff scores of 7 for both subscales.

2.3.5. Suicidal Behavior Questionnaire-Revised

The Suicidal Behavior Questionnaire-Revised (SBQ-R) is a
concise (four items) and efficient instrument designed for the
assessment of suicidal behavior and tendencies [33]. Its mul-
tifaceted approach allows for the comprehensive evaluation of
suicidal risk in various populations, including adolescents, adults,
and specific clinical groups [34]. It is one of the few instruments
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inquiring about both past and future suicidal thoughts/behaviors,
including lifetime suicidal ideation, suicide plans, and attempts.
Shakeri et al. (2015) [35] adapted it for use with psychiatric popu-
lations, with scores of 7 or higher in the general population and 8
or higher in psychiatric patients indicating significant suicide risk.
We employed the French version validated by Potard et al. (2014)
[36], which displays high reliability (Cronbach’s a=0.97).

3. Results

We used jamovi open-source statistical analysis software
(www.jamovi.org) to run our non-parametric tests (based on the
non-normal distribution of all the results; see the Shapiro test
results in Fig. 1). The level of significance was set to P<0.05.

3.1. Descriptive results

All mean and SD values are presented in Table 1 for age and for
the UPPS and BHS scores. Table 2 presents all mean and SD values for
the BPQ trait scores and total BPQ scores across groups. Observing
the cutoff scores for the scales, only Gp3 had a pathological score for
SBQ-R and BHS. All three groups had superior to moderate levels of
positive urgency and lack of premeditation, and only Gp2 and Gp3
had superior to moderate levels of lack of premeditation.

3.2. Comparison results

Significant differences were found at the comparative level
among all groups for age, SBQ-R, HADS-A and HADS-D, BPQ total
score, and BHS. The UPPS dimensions lack of premeditation and
lack of perseverance were significantly different only between Gp1
and Gp2. At the subscale level of BPQ, all scores differed between
Gp1 and Gp2 except for the Quasi-Psychotic State score. All results
are presented in Table 3 and (Figs. 1 and 2). Notably, all groups
had scores above the cutoff for HADS-A, but only Gp3 exceeded the
cutoff for HADS-D.

3.3. Correlations

For Gp1 (Table 4), the strongest positive correlation is between
emptiness (measured by the BPQ subscale score) and BPQ total
(r=0.812, P<0.001). Anxiety (HADS-A) is significantly correlated
with affective instability (r=0.583, P<0.001) and abandonment
(r=0.476, P<0.001). Depression (HADS-D) is significantly corre-
lated with anxiety (r=0.481, P<0.001) and emptiness (r=0.586,
P<0.001). BPQ total displays significant positive correlations with
almost all variables, reinforcing its likely cumulative nature. Mental
health variables (i.e., HADS-A and HADS-D) are consistently corre-
lated with personality and behavioral traits.

SBQ-R, a measure often used to assess suicide-related behaviors
and ideations, displays a range of correlations with other psycho-
logical constructs. Notable correlations include moderate positive
correlations with HADS-D (r=0.332,P<0.001) and positive urgency
(r=0.085, P=0.181). These correlations suggest that higher SBQ-
R scores are associated with higher levels of depression and, to a
lesser extent, with positive urgency. BHS, which measures hope-
lessness, also displays several significant correlations. There is a
strong positive correlation with HADS-D (r=0.472, P<0.001), indi-
cating that higher levels of depression are associated with increased
feelings of hopelessness. Another notable correlation is with BPQ
total (r=0.592, P<0.001), suggesting that overall BPD traits are
strongly linked to hopelessness. In summary, while both SBQ-R and
BHS in Gp1’s correlation matrix (see correlation matrix: group 1)
are significantly correlated with depression, they each have unique
associations with other psychological constructs, reflecting their
specific focus areas within mental health assessment.

L’Encéphale xxx (XXXX) XXX—-XXX

For Gp2 (Table 5), the strongest positive correlation is between
emptiness and self-image (r=0.734, P<0.001), whereas the
strongest negative correlation is between negative urgency and
age (r=-0.304, P<0.001). Many correlations are statistically signif-
icant (P<0.05). For instance, HADS-A displays significant positive
correlations with variables such as abandonment, self-image, and
suicide/self-mutilation. HADS-D displays significant positive cor-
relations with several variables, notably with emptiness (r=0.563,
P<0.001). BPQ total displays significant positive correlations with
almost all variables, confirming it as a cumulative or summary
measure. Mental health-related variables (i.e., HADS-A and HADS-
D) tend to have significant correlations with many personality
and behavioral traits, such as affective instability, abandonment,
and self-Image. Age seems to have weaker or non-significant cor-
relations with most variables, except for a moderate negative
correlation with negative urgency. SBQ-R, associated with suici-
dal behaviors and ideations, displays significant correlations with
several variables; notably, it has a moderate positive correlation
with HADS-D (r=0.276, P<0.001) and a stronger one with HADS-A
(r=0.280, P<0.001). These correlations suggest that higher SBQ-R
scores are linked to higher levels of depression and anxiety, aligning
with the expected patterns in psychological assessments, in which
depression and anxiety levels correlate with heightened suicidal
risk [37,38]. BHS, measuring hopelessness, also displays significant
correlations with other variables. A strong correlation is observed
with HADS-D (r=0.529, P<0.001), implying a strong link between
depression and feelings of hopelessness. Additionally, BHS displays
a notable correlation with BPQ total (r=0.493, P<0.001), indicat-
ing that overall psychological distress is closely associated with
hopelessness. The correlations in correlation matrix: group 2 mir-
ror those in correlation matrix: group 1, demonstrating consistent
patterns across these two different groups. In summary, in the cor-
relation matrix for Gp2, the analysis confirms the interrelatedness
of SBQ-R and BHS with depression, anxiety, and overall psycho-
logical distress, underlining the importance of these measures in
understanding the multifaceted nature of mental health. Both mea-
sures, while overlapping in some respects, play distinct roles in
psychological assessments.

For Gp 3 (Table 6), the strongest positive correlation is between
emptiness and BPQ total (r=0.700, P<0.001), as in Gp1, but there
are no strong negative correlations, with absolute values being
close to 1. Several correlations are significant (P<0.05). Notably,
HADS-A is significantly positively correlated with Affective Insta-
bility (r=0.605, P<0.001) and self-image (r=0.544, P=0.003).
Positive urgency displays a strong significant correlation with lack
of premeditation (r=0.671, P<0.001) in this BPD group. Emptiness
displays strong positive correlations with BPQ total, self-image,
and HADS-A, indicating a potential link to overall distress and
self-perception issues. Age displays negative correlations with sev-
eral variables, such as HADS-A and negative urgency, though not
all are statistically significant. Comparing this correlation matrix
with the correlation matrix: group 2, there are some consistent
themes, such as the significance of the mental health variables
(i.e.,, HADS-A and HADS-D) in relation to personality. However, the
specific strengths and patterns of correlation can vary. In correla-
tion matrix: group 3, SBQ-R displays a strong positive correlation
with emptiness (r=0.700, P<0.001) and a moderate correlation
with HADS-D (r=0.452, P=0.018). This suggests that higher SBQ-
R scores are closely associated with feelings of emptiness and
depression. BHS in correlation matrix: group 3 displays a notable
positive correlation with BPQ total (r=0.703, P<0.001) and HADS-
D (r=0.529, P<0.001), indicating that higher levels of hopelessness
are linked with overall BPD traits and depression.

Across all three correlation matrices, SBQ-R consistently dis-
plays significant positive correlations with HADS-D, suggesting
a stable relationship between suicidal behaviors and depressive
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Mean differences across groups
70
60
50
40
30
20
0
Age Negative Positive Lack of Lack of Sensation
Urgency Urgency Premeditation Perseverance Seeking
mGroup 1 Mean u Group 2 Mean m Group 3 Mean
Fig. 1. Mean comparison for age, SBQ-R, UPPS, and BHS.
Table 1
Mean descriptions.
Group Age SBQ-R HADS-A  HADS-D  Negative Positive Lack of pre- Lack of Sensation BHS
urgency urgency meditation perseverance seeking
n 1 246 246 246 246 246 246 246 246 246 246
2 241 241 241 241 241 241 241 241 241 241
3 27 27 27 27 27 27 27 27 27 27
Mean 1 324 5.36 8.16 5.03 13.8 11.8 8.53 7.36 9.93 5.62
2 35.6 741 10.2 6.34 14.8 11.6 9.36 8.12 9.41 7.34
3 47.9 10.6 13.9 9.52 15.1 111 10.2 8.19 9.04 12.0
Standard deviation 1 13.6 2.73 411 3.61 5.77 4.08 4.05 2.69 2.96 4.30
2 12.6 3.70 424 4.02 6.00 411 4.26 2.88 3.13 4.81
3 113 3.63 3.58 3.71 5.19 4.82 4.47 2.86 2.89 5.46
Shapiro-Wilk W 1 0.872 0.800 0.962 0.921 0.972 0.990 0.965 0.926 0.976 0.901
2 0.930 0.899 0.977 0.938 0.967 0.987 0.966 0.950 0.971 0.925
3 0.944 0.950 0.942 0.971 0.977 0.973 0.944 0.961 0.959 0.917
Shapiro-Wilk P 1 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 0.082 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001
2 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 0.026 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001
3 0.153 0.214 0.134 0.623 0.794 0.678 0.151 0.393 0.345 0.033

Cutoff scores from the literature: SBQ-R > 8; HADS-A and D = 7; moderate impulsivity score for negative urgency 8.49 (0.31); positive urgency 7.26 (0.26); lack of premeditation
7.27 (0.21); lack of perseverance 7.36 (0.22); and sensation seeking 10.22 (0.30); BPQ total score > 56; BHS > 9.

symptoms. The degree of correlation varies, but the direction
remains consistent, no matter the clinical status. SBQ-R correlates
with the specific variable “Emptiness”, specifically in Gp3, a pat-
tern of correlation that was not as pronounced in the matrices for
Gp1 and Gp2. The relationship between BHS and overall BPD traits
(as indicated by BPQ total) seems more pronounced in correlation
matrix: group 3 than in correlation matrix: group 2, suggesting
potential group-specific dynamics.

A general overview allows us to observe that, in all correla-
tion matrices, variables such as HADS-A and HADS-D consistently
display significant correlations with various personality traits. The
analysis across the three matrices highlights consistent patterns in
the relationships of SBQ-R and BHS with depression, underlining
their importance in mental health assessments in periods of crisis.
While there are group-specific differences in the correlations, the
overarching trends suggest that both measures are sensitive indi-
cators of depressive symptoms, with SBQ-R additionally reflecting

immediate suicide-related behaviors and BHS capturing a broader
sense of hopelessness.

4. Discussion

Our results reveal the differences among people affected with
emotion dysregulation, impulsivity issues, and relational issues,
regarding BPD traits. Indeed, the clinical sample (Gp2) was the sec-
ond most representative and the healthy controls (Gp1) had the
lowest scores in all traits. The BPD participants displayed height-
ened levels of BPD traits.

Regarding the cutoff scores for the clinical measures of anxiety
and depression, only Gp3 had over-threshold scores for Hope-
lessness, SBQ-R, and HADS-D, whereas the other groups only had
over-threshold scores for HADS-D.

Moreover, for positive urgency, Gp1 had the second-highest
score. This is congruent with literature showing that impul-
sivity was sometimes triggered by hedonistic behavior during
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Table 2
Mean description for BPQ scores.
Group Impulsivity Affective Abandonment Relationships Self-image Suicide/self- Emptiness Intense Quasi-psychotic ~ BPQ total
instabil- mutilation anger states
ity
n 1 246 246 246 246 246 246 246 246 246 246
2 241 241 241 241 241 241 241 241 241 241
3 27 27 27 27 27 27 27 27 27 27
Mean 1 1.51 349 2.19 1.96 2.98 0.837 2.83 2.26 1.54 19.6
2 1.85 5.20 3.05 2.59 4.24 1.92 4.05 3.05 1.85 27.8
3 3.78 7.30 5.04 4.11 6.11 4.22 7.30 4.56 3.44 45.9
Standard deviation 1 143 3.16 2.08 2.25 2.10 1.46 2.97 2.63 147 13.1
2 1.64 3.08 2.25 2.51 2.37 2.14 3.15 2.70 1.68 13.6
3 2.15 2.33 2.16 2.89 244 247 2.54 297 1.91 12.0
Shapiro-Wilk W 1 0.870 0.888 0.875 0.813 0.867 0.633 0.853 0.805 0.872 0.937
2 0.880 0.944 0.933 0.861 0.939 0.822 0.908 0.898 0.886 0.971
3 0.932 0.915 0.960 0.904 0.778 0.860 0.868 0.935 0.928 0.967
Shapiro-Wilk P 1 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001
2 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001
3 0.078 0.030 0.372 0.016 <0.001 0.002 0.003 0.092 0.062 0.535

Cutoff scores from the literature: SBQ-R > 8; moderate impulsivity score for negative urgency 8.49 (0.31); positive urgency 7.26 (0.26); lack of premeditation 7.27 (0.21); lack
of perseverance 7.36 (0.22); and sensation seeking 10.22 (0.30); BPQ total score >56; H>9.

Table 3
Mann-Whitney U comparisons.
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Mean differences in BPQ scores across groups
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Fig. 2. Mean comparison for BPQ scores.
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Table 4
Correlation matrix: group 1.

SBQ-R
HADS A

HADS D
Negative Urgency
Positive Urgency
lack of
Premeditation
Lack of
Perseverance

%
<

L’Encéphale xxx (XXXX) XXX~XXX

Intense Anger
Quasi-Psychotic
States

BPQ TOTAL

Sensation seeking
Emptiness

Impulsivity
Affective
Instability
Abandonment
Relationships
Self-Image
Suicide/Self-
Mutilation

Spearman's -
rho 0.068

0.288

HADS A

p-value

HADS Dn Spearmats
rho
p-value

negative Spearman's
Urgency rho

p-value

Positive Spearman's
Urgence rho

p-value

Lack of Spearman's
preneditation rtho

p-value

Lack of Spearman's

perseverance rho 0.026

0.689

p-value 0.485

Sensation Spearman's

seeking rho 0.107 0.040

0.023

0.037

p-value 0.093 0.716  0.566

Spearman's

ho 0.063

Impulsivity 0.079

p-value 0.329 0.218

Affective Spearman's
Instability rho

p-value

Spearman's

Abandonment
rho

p-value

Spearman's

Relationships tho

p-value

Spearman's

Self-Image tho

p-value

Suicide/Self- Spearman's
Mutilation rho

p-value

Spearman's

Emptiness ho

p-value

Spearman's

Intense Anger tho

p-value

Quasi-Psychotic ~ Spearman’s

States rtho 0.011 0:003

-0.016

0.804  0.961

p-value

BPQTOTAL  Spearman’s
rho
p-value

Spearman's

BHS 5

p-value

COVID-19[39]. As these results were not significant, however, they
may not be strongly representative. Other impulsivity scores were
not significantly different among all three groups except for lack of
premeditation and lack of perseverance, which differed between
Gp1 and Gp2. This is congruent with recent literature confirming
the role of negative urgency in impulsivity (i.e., addiction) [40] and
disengagement from emotion regulation [41]. A more precise anal-
ysis proved that urgency related to dysfunction in cognitive control
and emotion regulation led to inhibition deficits in high-arousal
contexts [42], like the highly stressful context of COVID.

Our results indicate that BPD scores are connected to depres-
sion but that BPD traits are not heightened in the case of general

crisis. This supports the evidence that PDs remain stable over time,
and are not prone to changing with external circumstances. Recent
research has showed that even though expressions of BPD symp-
tomatology may be variable, depending on the context and age of
the patient [43], BPD nevertheless has a stable core and sizeable
situational component, such that stressful events do not signifi-
cantly redirect the BPD trajectory [44]. At the everyday level, when
looking at the fluctuation of BPD traits over a 100-day research
period, Wright and Simms [45] showed in 2016 that the traits
remained stable, and only their expression varied. For instance,
personality traits, as conceptualized in normative personality mod-
els, are now hierarchically organized in the new framework of PDs,
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Impulsivity
Affective
Instability
Abandonment
Relationships
Self-Image
Suicide/Self-
Mutilation
Emptiness
Intense Anger
Quasi-Psychotic
States

BPQ TOTAL

Martin S
Table 5
Correlation matrix: group 2.

& = 2

5 2 Z

< a P S _E _E s

" o S 2 ~< £ ~ 2

< Z o 9 & =

2 2 £ £ 2 & EX E:z 3
HADS-A Bpearms
n's rho
p-value
HADS-D Spearmna
n's tho
p-value
Negative Spearma
Urgency n's rho
p-value
Positive Spearma
Urgency n's rho
p-value
Lack of Spearma
Premeditation  n's rho
p-value
Lack of Spearma

Perseverance  n's rho

p-value

Sensation Spearma
Seeking n's rho
p-value
L Spearma
Impulsivity aorho
p-value
Affective Spearma
Instability n's rho
p-value
Abandonment Slpe arma
n's rho
p-value
i L Spearma
Relationships udie
p-value
Spearma
Self-Image G
p-value
Suicide/Self- Spearma
Mutilation n's tho
p-value
. Spearma
Emptiness stho
p-value
Intense Anger  SP™ 0083 0.066
n's tho
p-value 0.199  0.311
Quasi-
Psychotic Spearma 4 3¢
n's tho
States
p-value 0.560
Spearma
BPQ TOTAL n's tho
p-value
BHS Spearma

n's tho

p-value

with abnormal levels of these traits being classified as personal-
ity “disorders”. Thus, pathological expressions of PD traits such
as negative affectivity, urgency, detachment, exhibitionism, hostil-
ity, manipulativeness, impulsivity, compulsivity, and psychoticism
were assessed alongside over 220 PD-related traits based on DSM-
5 criteria using the SCID-II instrument. Most participants reported
experiencing each specific PD-related behavior at least once dur-
ing the study. While this result primarily highlighted the variability
of everyday PD traits, the authors acknowledged the presence of
highly stable features, aligning with theoretical perspectives sug-
gesting that personality is characterized not only by average trait
levels but also by the consistency of behavior patterns in response
to contextual and contingent factors [45].

On the other hand, we did find significant differences in the BPQ
score comparison, and even though the healthy controls (Gp1) and
clinical sample (Gp2) sometimes had comparable scores, they never
approached those of the BPD patients (Gp3). Notably, Gp3 experi-
enced more anxiety and depression than did the other two groups,
even though all three groups were more anxious than normal.

BHS and SBQ-R differ among all groups but, interestingly, they
are more strongly correlated to HADS-D and emptiness in Gp3 than
in the other groups. This alerts us that the emptiness trait should
be monitored closely in certain population groups. Emptiness is
also correlated with HADS-A and self-image, connecting this trait
to psychopathology issues more generally. This is consistent with
the little and recent exploration of this specific trait, which has an
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Correlation matrix: group 3.
g )
) ) 5
5 5 k1
= 8
< a E
s & & § & 31 3
g 5 Z 4 4
g E ES 2 £ S5& 38
HADS-A Spearman's o
rho
p-value =
HADS-D Spearman's 0.389 =
rho
p-value 0.045 —
Negative Spearman's 0.153 0322 0.192 o
Urgency rho
p-value 0.445 0.101 0.337 —
Positive Spearman's 0328 0.084
Urgency rho
p-value 0.095 0.677
Lack of Spearman's
Premeditation  rho 0t 90213 -
p-value 0.080 0.169 —
Lackof Spearman's 16> 0,035 0311 -0.288
Perseverance rho
p-value 0421 0.861 0.115 0.146
Impulsivity [S}f:“"“““'s 20184 0.061 0.164 -0.333 20278 0.104
p-value 0360 0.761 0.415 0.090 0.160 0.606
Affective Spearman's
Instability rho 1 0134
p-value 0.575 0.358
Abandonment ~ SPearman's 0029 0001 -0.062
p-value 0.888 0.998 0.758
Selflmage ~ Spearman's -0.140 0203
rho
p-value 0.487 0.310
Relationships flf:“'“‘a“'s -0.149 0122 -0.186
p-value 0.458 0.545 0352
Suicide/Self- Spearman's
Mutilation rho -0.051 0.030
p-value 0.799 0.880
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rho
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Quasi- y
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rho
States
p-value 0.679 0.142
BHS Spearmans 0157 0.185
rho
p-value 0.434 0.355
BPQTOTAL ~ SPearman's 0000 0362
p-value 0.963 0.064
Spearman's
Age o -0.351 -0.361
p-value 0.073 0.064

Perseverance

0.148
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0.188
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0.827
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Note. * p< .05, ** p < 01, *** p < 001

impact on BPD severity [46], highlighting the challenges in defin-
ing and quantifying chronic emptiness. The research indicates that
this condition often involves a feeling of detachment from oneself
and others. In cases of frequent and high-intensity emptiness, it is
linked to a lower likelihood of recovery in individuals with BPD.
It is possible to distinguish emptiness from hopelessness, loneli-
ness, and an inability to be alone, though further exploration is
needed to thoroughly understand these distinct experiences [47].
Chronic emptiness in those with BPD may have a unique connec-
tion to depressive symptoms and has been found to correlate with
self-harm, suicidal tendencies, and diminished social and occu-
pational functioning [46]. To our knowledge, no recommended
treatment for BPD focuses on reducing emptiness; it has only been

hypothesized that dialectical behavioral therapy, Systems Train-
ing for Emotional Predictability and Problem Solving (STEPPS), and
transference focused therapy, for example, might be of use [47,48].

Various conceptual models have expanded our understanding of
BPD, but more research is needed to better understand interactions
between BPD’s components, including situational factors activat-
ing BPD traits, in order to develop therapeutic approaches tailored
to the heterogeneous BPD psychopathology. For example, in 2008
Lenzenweger et al. [9] defined phenotypically distinct groups of
BPD, as follows:

¢ low level of traits expression;
e elevated paranoid features;
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e elevated anti-sociality and aggression.

This suggests that BPD may be more complex to define, having
various profiles, than clinicians and HCPs now assume.

Regarding the correlation results, differences in the correlation
patterns were found, with the strength (magnitude) of correlations
varying across the correlation matrices. This variation could be
due to differences in sample sizes and demographic characteristics,
but also because, when facing stress, healthy controls (Gp1) may
have an overwhelming load of dysregulations that create stronger
correlations with anxiety and/or mood disorder, but not creating
PD-type dynamics. Anxiety and depression are reactive, not con-
structed on anchored dysfunctions with clear pathways, as a PD
can have. This is consistent with current knowledge of BPD being
heavily comorbid with anxiety and depression [49], encouraging a
network perspective on PD and mental disorders involving anxiety
(as has already been done with depression [50]). These correlations
also call into question the practice of traditional diagnostic assess-
ment in disregarding the impact of PDs in depressive patients;
it is accordingly recommended to use semi-structured interviews
together with clinical evaluation by experts [51].

The presence and strength of negative correlations also vary
across the correlation matrices. For example, the first matrix (cor-
relation matrix: group 1) indicates a moderate negative correlation
between negative urgency and age, which is not as prominent in the
other matrices. This could align with the classic theory that most
facets of impulsivity decrease with age [52,53]; however, the fact
that the UPPS-P scores are supposed to be invariant could mean
that negative urgency is not as stable in unhealthy participants as
it may be in clinical samples [54,55].

Our study has certain limitations. First, the gender ratio was
biased towards female overrepresentation, although balanced
gender representation is needed in psychological research [56].
Another limitation is that although age as a demographic variable
played a significant role in our correlations, it also differed (in mean
and SD) among all groups, with each group displaying distinct age
characteristics. The variations in mean age and standard deviation
of age across the groups underscore the importance of considering
demographic factors when interpreting the results of psychologi-
cal and behavioral measures. This is why these results should be
qualified as observational and further research is needed to make
comparisons that avoid significant differences in age across groups
and include more sociodemographic variables to be controlled for,
such as socio-economic status or income level.

5. Conclusion

BPD is a highly prevalent PD in the psychiatric field but is still
underdiagnosed [57]. The stressful context of COVID-19 was used
as a comparison point for demonstrating that even when undergo-
ing tremendous stress and heightened suffering for a few months of
lockdown and restrictive protections, neither the healthy controls
(Gp1) nor clinical sample (Gp2) endured the same structure of suf-
fering as did BPD patients (Gp3). There is a crucial need to better
understand the constellation of symptoms that are intertwined in
the BPD diagnosis because, as of 2024, the most researched symp-
toms continued to be abandonment issues, identity disruptions,
and suicidal conduct [58].

Although the BPD situation has improved in terms of research
and visibility [59], highlighting the importance of specific traits,
such as emptiness, could be useful in order to improve therapeutic
approaches.
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