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Some things to consider
before reading this book

After we had written this book, we showed it to some service users who had a diagnosis of personality disorder. They gave us really useful feedback, which we have used to improve the book. They also suggested it would be helpful to have a page at the start about how to use the book – so here it is! We would like to thank them for their time and help. We would also like to thank Dr Alice Liddell (clinical psychologist) and Lucy Fergusson (assistant psychologist) for their time supporting service users to give their feedback and reporting the results of these focus groups. Lastly, we would like to thank Lynn Eldred (community psychiatric nurse) for her contribution to the section on mindfulness.

We started writing this book when we realised that quite a few of the people we worked with had been given a diagnosis of personality disorder – usually Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) – but didn’t have a very clear idea of what this meant. We started to run psycho-educational groups, but were aware that some people did not want to discuss their problems in a group. Sadly, not everyone has the opportunity to have someone sit with them individually to go over the diagnosis and help them think about what it means to them. We also hoped that people might be able to show the book to their family and friends to help them to understand the diagnosis a little better. This might be particularly true of the section on self-harm.

Our next strategy, then, was to write something that people could take away with them and discuss with a key worker, care co-ordinator, close friend or family member. Our hope was that it would be helpful if there was a single document that could be shared with the person who had been diagnosed with BPD and enable them to understand what the diagnosis meant to them, how it related to their difficulties, and what they could do to adjust their lifestyle and coping strategies to minimise the disruption BPD might be causing in their lives.


How to use this book

The best way that we think the book can be used is that it should be read in small sections – and no more than one chapter at a time. If you want to split the introduction in half, then stop after the section on understanding extreme emotions. Then give yourself time for what you’ve read to sink in. It can be helpful to keep notes so that you start to notice when you might be doing or thinking things that are described in the book. Often the book suggests exercises for you to carry out, and you will get more from it if you go along with these. One exercise is to write a crisis plan for yourself that you would be able to use. Hopefully by that stage you will have had time to become clear what to do and to practise some of the strategies involved.

Some service users said that reading through the book was a bit overwhelming and made them feel that it was too much to take in. Others found that the sections on self-harm and attachment sometimes triggered difficult memories or emotions, although this was not the case for everyone; bear this in mind before you start reading those sections. So we’d just like to say that before you go through the whole book, make sure that you are somewhere safe, or that you have thought of someone you can call to talk to about how you feel after reading, if you need to.

As we said, we would recommend having someone who can support you when you are reading the book, a person you trust to be able to listen to you. We think this is important and that people should not be given this book to read alone. So before you start reading, identify someone – or more than one person – you would feel comfortable sharing the book with, someone you can contact if you feel you need to talk through what it has brought up for you, or who would be able to go through it with you.

Lastly, if you can identify someone like this, it might be particularly helpful to share your crisis plan and the section on self-harm with them. If you want to share more, and they are interested, then of course do so!


Part 1: UNDERSTANDING EMOTIONS AND BORDERLINE PERSONALITY DISORDER


1

Introduction

Almost everyone will have experienced emotions. We all feel happy when things are going our way and sad or cross when they’re not. Most of us feel frightened if we think something bad is going to happen to us, and feel sympathy if we hear about bad things happening to other people. Most of us will experience quite extreme emotions at some point in our lives, too. We’ll have felt rage if we think we’ve been treated unfairly, and terrible sadness if someone close to us has died. We might have found it very difficult to cope with how we feel.

We also know that emotions vary greatly between people. Some people experience emotions much more strongly than others, and find them much harder to cope with. Sometimes the problems of experiencing emotions can become overwhelming, so that people really struggle with how they feel. They may do all sorts of things to avoid emotion, or to try to get rid of emotions when they occur. They might find themselves doing very destructive things as a result of not being able to stand how they feel.

People who have a diagnosis of Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) will almost all struggle with their emotions. We now know that emotions are one of the core problems of this disorder. In fact, extreme emotions are so typical of BPD that there is a move to call it Emotionally Unstable Personality Disorder instead.

In this book we are going to explain what Borderline Personality Disorder is, and how it may affect you. Sometimes people have some features of BPD without having the actual diagnosis, but still really struggle with their emotions.

The book will focus on how to understand, recognise and manage your emotions. It will explain how having traits of or a diagnosis of Borderline Personality Disorder can make these skills more difficult to develop. Finally it will give some practical advice about how paying attention to your routines and lifestyle choices can enhance the emotional skills you have learned in this book. We do not, however, have the space to address the impact that emotional difficulties and Borderline Personality Disorder can have on your relationships with other people. If this is an important area to you, and one that you are looking to address, we make some recommendations in the appendix about where you can get information and support.


2

Understanding emotions

So what are emotions all about? There are two important facts about emotions: first that emotions are useful, and second that they have evolved over a long period of time and that this has implications for how they work.

A note on words for emotions: In this book we use the words ‘feeling’ and ‘emotion’ interchangeably. Some people argue that the words have slightly different meanings, but we won’t be going into the difference here. And we use the word ‘distress’ to mean any sort of feeling that is unpleasant and causes problems for the person who experiences it.

Emotions are useful

Because emotions can be so horrible to experience, we might ask why we have them. What is the point? Scientists have argued about this a lot, but the common idea is that:

Emotions are useful to us, and help us to survive.

It can be very difficult for us to believe this, especially if we have problems with emotions, either our own or other people’s. But, if we take three examples, we can start to see how useful emotions can be.

Anger
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Anger can be very difficult and frightening. Many people with emotional problems have been on the receiving end of anger and know how terrifying it often is, and how unjust it can feel to be the recipient of it. Sometimes people are frightened of their own anger, too, and would do anything to avoid it. What could be good about it?

In fact, people
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