
 
 
 
BORDERLINE PERSONALITY DISORDER, SUICIDALITY, and SELF-HARM 

 
WHAT IS BORDERLINE PERSONALITY DISORDER (BPD)? 

 BPD is a serious mental illness characterized by difficulty regulating emotions. 
 Research shows that individuals with BPD have an underactive prefrontal cortex and 

overactive amygdala in the brain, which impairs one’s ability regulate emotions. 
 This can cause distorted thoughts, unstable relationships, confused identity, extreme 

sensitivity, or impulsive behavior.  
 
HOW DOES THIS AFFECT THOSE LIVING WITH BPD? 

 Individuals with BPD experience intense feelings of self-hatred, anger, depression, or 
anxiety.  These feelings are often scary, overwhelming and difficult to control.   

 These feelings can negatively impact their moods, behaviors, and emotions. 
 In the midst of intense emotions, individuals with BPD can act impulsively to alleviate 

emotional pain, self-soothe, or communication emotional distress.   
 

WHAT SELF-HARM BEHAVIORS ARE ASSOCIATED WITH BPD? 
 80% of those hospitalized with BPD have engaged in self-harm, or non-suicidal self-

injury (NSSI).  NSSI is defined as deliberately injurying oneself without suicidal intent.i   
 Such behaviors may include self-cutting, burning of the skin, self-hitting, self-biting, 

head banging, scratching, skin carving, and needle sticking.  
 NSSI is considered to be an unhealthy attempt to regulate emotions.  Unlike a suicide 

attempt, however, they are usually chronic and non-lethal, with no intent to die.   
 
WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO TAKE SUICIDALITY and SELF-HARM with BPD SERIOUSLY? 

 The severity of self-harm ranges from superficial injuries to those that require medical 
attention, which could cause lasting disfigurement, or are life-threatening.ii 

 Up to 75% of individuals with BPD attempt suicide during the course of their illness.iii 
 Sometimes, people accidentally inflict more harm upon themselves than they may have 

intended.  Superficial injuries can become life-threatening. 
 Sadly, up to 10% of individuals with BPD lose their lives to suicide.iv 

 
HOW CAN I HELP MYSELF MANAGE FEELINGS OF SUICIDALITY OR SELF-HARM? 

 Give oneself permission to ASK FOR HELP, before or after a crisis occurs.  A common 
obstacle for people with BPD is feeling ashamed and self-critical of their need for help.   

 Asking for help is a sign of strength, and the first step toward recovery.  You did not 
cause this neurological disorder, and you need help to manage it. People want to help. 

 Develop a written or digital “safety plan” with your therapist or mental health-care 
provider and keep it with you at all times. Include the names and phone numbers of 
supportive family, friends, sponsors, hotlines, the nearest ER, and your 
therapist/covering therapist, DBT coach, religious leader, or local crisis center.  

 If you have any concerns about your safety, contact a medical professional on this list, 
or reach out for help from family and friends immediately.   

 



HOW CAN I HELP SOMEONE I CARE ABOUT WITH BPD WHO STRUGGLES WITH 
SELF-HARM AND SUICIDALITY? 

 Family members should help those with BPD feel comfortable reaching out for help, 
without blame or criticism.  Asking for help is a positive step toward recovery. 

 It is important to validate their feelings and experiences of emotional distress, while 
presenting other options for expressing their experiences and for positive coping.  

 Support your loved one in creating a written or digital “safety plan” with his or her 
therapist.  Talk to your loved one know what to do when a crisis occurs. 

 If you have any concerns about your loved one’s safety, contact a medical professional 
on this list, or reach out for help from family and friends immediately.   

 
RESOURCES 

 National Suicide Prevention Lifeline 1-800-273-TALK (8255)  
www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org 

 National Alliance for Borderline Personality Disorder (NEA-BPD) 
www.borderlinepersonalitydisorder.com 

 New York-Presbyterian Hospital Borderline Personality Disorder Resource Center 
1-888-694-2273 www.bpdresourcecenter.org 

 Treatment and Research Advancements, National Association for Personality Disorder 
(TARA)  www.TARA4BPD.org 
 

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO HAVE COMPASSION FOR INDIVIDUALS WITH BPD? 
 Individuals with BPD do not choose to have this debilitating neurological disorder.  Their 

neurological impairment and resulting emotional distress is real and frightening. 
 The emotional pain they are experiencing feels so intolerable, that self-harm is a way of 

coping to relieve their intense psychic pain.  This should be responded to with extreme 
compassion and concern, on par with any other serious medical disorder.  

 Friends, family, clinicians, and community members can help by validating their 
experience of emotional distress, providing a safe environment, and help them to 
access the appropriate level of treatment and support needed for recovery. 
 

REFERENCES 
1 Bender, R. (2016). Non-Suicidal Self Injury. Perelman School of Medicine, University of Pennsylvania; 
Department of Psychiatry.  
1 Bender, R. (2016). Non-Suicidal Self Injury. Perelman School of Medicine, University of Pennsylvania; 
Department of Psychiatry. 
1 Goodman, M. et al. (2012). Suicidal risk and management in borderline personality disorder. Curr Psychiatry 
Rep, 14, 79-85.  
1 Goodman, M. et al. (2012). Suicidal risk and management in borderline personality disorder. Curr Psychiatry 
Rep, 14, 79-85 
 
DISCLAIMER: Emotions Matter Inc. does not guarantee the accuracy, timelines, or quality of information found here 
and assumes no responsibility or liability for any consequence resulting directly or indirectly from any action or 
inaction taken by any party based on or made in reliance on the information contained on this poster. The medical 
information on this poster is provided as an information resource only, and is not to be used or relied on for any 
diagnostic or treatment purposes. This information is not intended to be patient education, does not create ay 
patient-physician relationship, and should not be used as a substitute for professional diagnosis and treatment. The 
information contained herein is not designed to be, nor should it be construed as, a substitute for medical advice. 
Information obtained on this poster is not exhaustive and does not cover all symptoms, physical conditions, or 
treatment. Emotions Matter Inc. is a non-for-profit organization and does not make itself out to be a medical 
professional or education, and the advice given here is strictly informational.  
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