
Brief Communication

Continuity between DSM-5 Categorical
Criteria and Traits Criteria for Borderline
Personality Disorder

Continuité entre les critères diagnostiques du DSM-5 et les
critères de traits pour le trouble de la personnalité limite
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Abstract
Objective: Borderline personality disorder (BPD) includes a heterogeneous constellation of symptoms operationalized with
9 categorical criteria. As the field of personality disorder (PD) research moves to emphasize dimensional traits in its oper-
ationalization, it is important to delineate continuity between the 9 DSM-IV/Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5) categorical criteria for BPD and the trait dimensions in DSM-5 Section III. To date, no study
has attempted such validation.

Methods: We examined the associations between the 9 categorical DSM-IV/DSM-5 criteria for BPD and the trait dimensions
of the alternative DSM-5 model for PDs in consecutively recruited psychiatric outpatients (N ¼ 142; 68% female; age: mean
29.02, SD 8.38). This was investigated by means of bivariate correlations, followed by multiple logistic regression analysis.

Results: The categorical BPD criteria were associated with conceptually related DSM-5 Section III traits (P > 0.001), except
for the criterion of chronic feelings of emptiness. Consistent with the proposed traits criteria for BPD in DSM-5 Section III, we
found Emotional lability, Anxiousness, Separation insecurity, Depressivity, Impulsivity, Risk taking, and Hostility to capture
conceptually coherent BPD categorical criteria, while Suspiciousness was also strongly associated with BPD criteria. At the
domain level, this applied to Negative affectivity, Disinhibition, and Psychoticism. Notably, Emotional lability, Impulsivity, and
Suspiciousness emerged as unique predictors of BPD (P > 0.05).

Conclusions: In addition to the proposed BPD traits criteria, Suspiciousness and features of Psychoticism also augment BPD
features. Provided that these findings are replicated in forthcoming research, a modified traits operationalization of BPD is
warranted.

Abrégé
Objectif : Le trouble de la personnalité limite (TPL) comprend une constellation hétérogène de symptômes concrétisés par
neuf critères diagnostiques. Comme le domaine de la recherche sur les troubles de la personnalité tente de mettre l’accent sur
les traits dimensionnels dans son opérationalisation, il est important de délimiter la continuité entre les neuf critères diag-
nostiques du DSM-IV/DSM-5 pour le TPL et les dimensions de traits du chapitre 3 du DSM-5. Jusqu’ici, aucune étude n’a tenté
cette validation.

Méthode : Nous avons examiné l’association entre les 9 critères diagnostiques du DSM-IV/DSM-5 pour le TPL et les
dimensions de traits du nouveau modèle du DSM-5 pour les troubles de la personnalité (TP) chez des patients psychiatriques
externes recrutés consécutivement (N¼ 142; 68% femmes; âge M ¼ 29,02; ET ¼ 8,38). Cette recherche s’est faite à l’aide de
corrélations bivariées suivies d’une analyse de régression logistique multiple.

1 Psychiatric Research Unit, Region Zealand, Slagelse, Denmark
2 Department of Psychology, University of Otago, Dunedin, New Zealand

Corresponding Author:

Bo Bach, PhD, Psychiatric Research Unit, Region Zealand, Fælledvej 6, 4200 Slagelse, Denmark.

Email: bobachsayad@gmail.com

The Canadian Journal of Psychiatry /
La Revue Canadienne de Psychiatrie

2016, Vol. 61(8) 489-494
ª The Author(s) 2016

Reprints and permission:
sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav

DOI: 10.1177/0706743716640756
TheCJP.ca | LaRCP.ca

Canadian  
Psychiatric Association 

Association des psychiatres 
du Canada 

http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
http://thecjp.ca
http://larcp.ca


Résultats : Les critères diagnostiques du TPL étaient associés aux traits conceptuellement liés du chapitre 3 du DSM-5
(p > 0,001), excepté pour le critère des sentiments de vide chroniques. Conformément aux critères de traits proposés pour le
TPL au chapitre 3 du DSM-5, nous avons trouvé que Labilité émotionnelle, Anxiété, Angoisse de séparation, Dépressivité,
Impulsivité, Prise de risques, et Hostilité répondaient aux critères diagnostiques conceptuellement cohérents du TPL, tandis
que la Suspicion était fortement associée aux critères du TPL. Au niveau du domaine, ceci s’appliquait à Affectivité négative,
Désinhibition, et Psychoticisme. Notablement, Labilité émotionnelle, Impulsivité, et Suspicion se démarquaient comme pré-
dicteurs uniques du TPL (p > 0,05).

Conclusions : Outre les critères de traits du TPL proposés, Suspicion et des caractéristiques de Psychoticisme s’ajoutent aux
traits du TPL. À condition que ces résultats soient répliqués dans la recherche à venir, une opérationalisation des traits
modifiés du TPL est justifiée.

Keywords
borderline personality disorder, DSM-5 Section III, dimensional model, traits criterion, personality traits, Personality
Inventory for DSM-5, PID-5

Clinical Implications

� Eight of 9 BPD criteria are associated with concep-

tually relevant DSM-5 traits, including the proposed

traits for BPD.

� Suspiciousness augments the description of BPD

features, while Anxiousness may be redundant.

� The DSM-5 Section III traits of Emotional lability,

Impulsivity, and Suspiciousness comprise potential

core features of BPD.

Limitations

� The findings may be biased by the distinctive compo-

sition of PDs, and the study only involved one inter-

viewer and one interrater.

� The sample size may be insufficient to identify a

larger range of traits to uniquely predict BPD criteria.

� The complete DSM-5 Section III model, including

rating of personality functioning (Criterion A), was

not employed.

Borderline personality disorder (BPD) is one of the most

prevalent and challenging disorders in clinical settings.1 As

such, it is important to have an accurate assessment of BPD

that can lead to effective clinical decisions and treatment as

well as scientifically sound research.2 However, researchers

and clinical experts have questioned the ‘‘construct’’ of BPD

as retained in Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental

Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5) Section II due to problems

such as within-diagnosis heterogeneity, excessive overlap

with multiple disorders, and arbitrary diagnostic bound-

aries.2,3 In order to address these problems, the alternative

DSM-5 model for personality disorders (PDs), listed in Sec-

tion III, was developed to better reflect the extant research on

personality psychopathology, including BPD.4,5 This model

emphasizes impairment in personality functioning (Criterion

A) along with 5 higher-order and 25 lower-order dimen-

sional personality traits (Criterion B) mapping onto 6 cate-

gorical PDs, including BPD.

Criterion B, the topic of the present study, is grounded in

research on dimensional personality pathology6,7 as well as

the Five-Factor Model of personality.8 An individual must

exhibit certain elevated pathological traits to meet criteria

for a PD diagnosis. For BPD, this applies to Emotional labi-

lity, Anxiousness, and Separation insecurity from the

domain of Negative affectivity; Depressivity from the

domain of Detachment; Hostility from the domain of Antag-

onism; and Risk taking and Impulsivity from the domain of

Disinhibition.5

Research on the Section III model has demonstrated that

the traits specified for BPD largely show conceptually

expected associations with its DSM-5 Section II counter-

part.9-20 Studies particularly focusing on BPD have found a

large overlap between latent representations of the Section

II and Section III BPD models21 and that the BPD Section

III trait profile accounts for the same range of internalizing

and externalizing behaviours associated with traditional

Section II BPD operationalization.22 Additionally, it has

been clarified that Cognitive and perceptual dysregula-

tion21 and Suspiciousness20 augment this prediction by

mapping onto the stress-induced symptoms of dissociation

and paranoia, respectively, which comprise important ele-

ments of BPD.23

These findings indicate that more parsimonious constel-

lations of traits may better represent BPD. Thus, more

research is needed on the specific associations between traits

that comprise this disorder and to which degree they accu-

rately capture each of the 9 DSM-IV/DSM-5 categorical

BPD criteria. Essentially, a major concern regarding the

transition to a dimensional trait model of personality pathol-

ogy is losing the existing categorical diagnoses, including

BPD, which have accumulated substantial empirical litera-

ture and have been long used for clinical purposes. There-

fore, coverage of and continuity with all 9 categorical BPD

criteria are important components of the utility of the DSM-5

trait model. To date, no study has attempted such validation.

In the current study, we examined the empirical associa-

tions between DSM-5 Section III traits and the 9 established

DSM-IV Axis II/DSM-5 Section II dichotomous criterion
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variables for BPD. Overall, we hypothesized that the 7 traits

specified for BPD (i.e., Emotional lability, Anxiousness,

Separation insecurity, Depressivity, Impulsivity, Risk tak-

ing, and Hostility) would be associated with the 9 BPD cri-

teria of DSM-5 Section II. Based on previous findings, we

hypothesized that additional traits of Suspiciousness20 and

Cognitive and perceptual dysregulation21 would augment the

prediction of paranoid ideations and dissociative experi-

ences, respectively.

Methods

The results of the present study were derived from a second-

ary analysis of a previously published study24 comprising

interview-rated and self-reported data from patients that

were consecutively recruited from a Danish psychiatric

outpatient clinic specialized in the assessment and treatment

of PDs.

We included 142 patients, of whom 68% were women,

with a mean age of 29.02 years (SD 8.38). The majority of

patients met the criteria for BPD (71%), followed by Avoi-

dant (49%), Paranoid (49%), Obsessive-compulsive (32%),

Antisocial (26%), Dependent (13%), Schizotypal (6%), Nar-

cissistic (6%), Schizoid (6%), and Not otherwise specified

PD (5%). Most of the patients met the criteria for 2 or more

PD diagnoses.

DSM-IV/DSM-5 Section II categorical criteria for PDs,

including the 9 criteria for BPD, were systematically evalu-

ated using the the Structured Clinical Interview for DSM-IV

Axis II (SCID-II).25 All criteria were measured dichoto-

mously (0 ¼ not present, 1 ¼ present). Thirteen of the

SCID-II interviews were concurrently interrated by an

Table 1. Bivariate association between 9 diagnostic criteria for BPD and Section III traits.

Section III traits

DSM-5 Section II criteria for BPD

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

BPD totalBase rates 62% 61% 66% 49% 70% 75% 67% 58% 57%

Emotional lability 0.40 0.32 0.34 0.03 0.16 0.53 0.18 0.12 0.39 0.49
Anxiousness 0.24 0.31 0.26 –0.08 0.20 0.44 0.12 0.22 0.43 0.43
Separation insecurity 0.50 0.37 0.23 0.08 0.22 0.33 0.08 0.20 0.31 0.47
Submissiveness 0.07 –0.02 0.22 –0.14 0.12 0.22 0.08 –0.19 0.13 0.09
Hostility 0.24 0.35 0.32 0.25 0.06 0.33 0.09 0.59 0.33 0.52
Perseveration 0.15 0.25 0.32 0.09 0.11 0.37 0.16 0.15 0.32 0.38
Withdrawal 0.09 0.11 0.18 –0.07 0.17 0.17 0.10 0.00 0.11 0.17
Intimacy avoidance –0.06 0.01 0.06 0.06 0.03 0.05 0.08 0.12 0.08 0.09
Anhedonia 0.23 0.16 0.30 –0.08 0.18 0.33 0.22 0.10 0.22 0.33
Depressivity 0.24 0.29 0.29 0.03 0.41 0.36 0.28 0.09 0.27 0.45
Restricted affectivity –0.03 0.03 0.12 0.28 0.00 –0.02 0.05 0.19 0.04 0.14
Suspiciousness 0.28 0.43 0.39 0.23 0.25 0.40 0.24 0.37 0.49 0.62
Manipulativeness 0.04 0.09 0.10 0.37 –0.08 0.07 –0.04 0.28 0.20 0.22
Deceitfulness 0.11 0.14 0.22 0.32 –0.06 0.17 0.06 0.26 0.19 0.29
Grandiosity 0.08 0.03 0.08 0.16 –0.18 0.06 –0.03 0.12 0.14 0.11
Attention seeking 0.20 0.25 0.13 0.28 –0.06 0.14 –0.02 0.19 0.24 0.28
Callousness 0.03 0.11 0.15 0.39 –0.05 0.05 –0.01 0.37 0.10 0.24
Irresponsibility 0.22 0.28 0.24 0.30 0.08 0.29 0.02 0.29 0.31 0.41
Impulsivity 0.33 0.35 0.27 0.56 0.07 0.26 0.14 0.30 0.24 0.51
Distractibility 0.18 0.20 0.23 0.23 0.02 0.30 0.09 0.13 0.22 0.32
Risk taking –0.03 0.13 0.06 0.52 0.00 –0.04 0.01 0.16 0.13 0.20
Rigid perfectionism 0.17 0.16 0.13 0.03 0.11 0.17 0.05 0.14 0.22 0.24
Unusual beliefs 0.02 0.11 0.17 0.19 0.03 0.17 0.10 0.11 0.31 0.25
Eccentricity 0.20 0.31 0.37 0.20 0.15 0.35 0.18 0.24 0.41 0.47
Perceptual dysregulation 0.10 0.24 0.34 0.22 0.12 0.31 0.21 0.08 0.37 0.40

Negative affectivity 0.47 0.40 0.33 0.02 0.24 0.51 0.15 0.22 0.44 0.56
Detachment 0.09 0.11 0.21 –0.03 0.15 0.22 0.16 0.09 0.16 0.23
Antagonism 0.09 0.10 0.15 0.34 –0.12 0.11 –0.01 0.26 0.21 0.24
Disinhibition 0.31 0.35 0.31 0.47 0.07 0.35 0.11 0.31 0.32 0.53
Psychoticism 0.13 0.26 0.34 0.23 0.12 0.32 0.19 0.17 0.42 0.43

1 ¼ Fear of Abandonment, 2 ¼ Unstable relations, 3 ¼ Identity disturbance, 4 ¼ Impulsivity, 5 ¼ Self-destructiveness, 6 ¼ Affective lability, 7 ¼ Chronic
emptiness, 8 ¼ Uncontrolled anger, and 9 ¼ Paranoia or dissociation. Section III traits in italic are higher-order trait domains. Correlation coefficients are
significant at the 0.01 level from 0.22 and at the 0.001 level from 0.29. Point-biserial correlation coefficients are reported for the 9 criteria, whereas Pearson
correlation coefficents are reported for the BPD total criterion count. Critertion trait correlations above 0.30 are italized, whereas correlations above 0.40
are boldfaced. Base rates ¼ prevalence of meeting criterion; BPD ¼ borderline personality disorder; BPD total ¼ BPD total criterion count; DSM-5 ¼
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition.
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independent psychologist blind to the original ratings, and

optimal interrater reliability was identified based on criterion

counts, with an intraclass correlation coefficient of 0.98

(P < 0.001). All SCID-II interviews were performed by the

first author and supervised by an experienced psychiatrist.

More detailed information is provided in the derivation

study.24

The DSM-5 Section III traits criteria were measured using

the Personality Inventory for DSM-5 (PID-5),6 which is a

220-item self-report inventory describing the 25 traits and 5

higher-order trait domains (Criterion B) of the alternative

DSM-5 model for PDs. Patients were required to rate each

PID-5 item on a 4-point scale from 0 (very false or often

false) to 3 (very true or often true). We used the Danish

version of the PID-5, which has demonstrated sound psycho-

metric properties,26-28 and official algorithms for the calcu-

lation of traits and domains scores were employed.29

Results

As presented in Table 1, the categorical BPD criteria were

substantially associated with conceptually relevant DSM-5

Section III traits, except the seventh criterion of chronic

feelings of emptiness, which was only weakly associated

with Depressivity. At the higher-order domain level, Nega-

tive affectivity, Disinhibition, and Psychoticism were sub-

stantially associated with BPD criteria. At the lower-order

trait level, the BPD criteria were predominantly associated

with Suspiciousness, Hostility, Impulsivity, Emotional labi-

lity, Risk taking, Anxiousness, and Depressivity.

As presented in Table 2, multiple logistic regression anal-

yses were conducted in which each individual criterion was

regressed onto traits with rs > 0.30 (moderate effect size;

italized in Table 1) for that criterion. These analyses

indicated unique predictors for each criterion in a concep-

tually coherent manner. Emotional lability was associated

with criteria 1 and 6; Separation insecurity with criterion

1; Hostility with criterion 8; Depressivity with criterion 5;

Impulsivity with criteria 1, 2, and 4; and Risk taking with

criterion 4. Anxiousness was the only Section III BPD trait

that did not increment any prediction of BPD criteria,

whereas Suspiciousness (uniquely predicting criteria 2 and

9) was the only non-BPD trait to increment such predictions.

Finally, a multiple regression analysis (with bootstrapped

standard errors [1000 repetitions] to account for a negatively

skewed distribution) was performed in which all traits with

rs > 0.40 (boldfaced in Table 1) were entered as predictors of

the total criterion-count BPD score. (We selected the more

conservative 0.40 rather than 0.30 as this appeared to iden-

tify the most meaningful traits and also conserved statistical

power.) From this analysis, only Emotional lability, Impul-

sivity, and Suspiciousness emerged as unique predictors.

Discussion

In this study, we found that all 9 categorical criteria for BPD,

except criterion 7 (chronic feelings of emptiness), were sub-

stantially associated with Section III traits in a manner that

makes conceptual sense. Importantly, the Section III traits

proposed for BPD, except Anxiousness, were unique predic-

tors of relevant categorical BPD criteria. Remarkably, Sus-

piciousness was the only non-BPD trait to increment this

prediction. Overall, this pattern is consistent with the pro-

posed Section III criteria for BPD as well as the previously

cited findings.9,13,16,20,21

Despite the fact that features of criterion 3 (Identity dis-

turbance) are not explicitly included in the traits system (Cri-

terion B) but only in the rating of personality functioning

(Criterion A), we considered its associations with Eccentri-

city, Emotional lability, and Anhedonia to be conceptually

coherent. Likewise, we considered the substantial associations

of criterion 2 (Unstable relations) with Suspiciousness and

Separation insecurity to be conceptually coherent. Also, the

association between criterion 5 (Self-destructiveness) and

Depressivity was considered meaningful since this trait orig-

inally was composed from a lower-order feature of self-harm,

among others.6 The strong associations between Suspicious-

ness and a number of BPD criteria, including criterion 9

(stress-induced Paranoia or dissociation), are consistent with

research indicating that increased automatic vigilance for

social threat stimuli contributes to affective instability and

interpersonal problems in patients with BPD.30 Finally, the

lack of substantial associations with criterion 7 (chronic feel-

ings of emptiness) may indicate that this feature is solely

captured in Criterion A (personality functioning).

Conclusion

Overall, the continuity between the categorical BPD criteria

and the DSM-5 Section III traits was supported by relevant

Table 2. DSM-5 Section III traits that uniquely predict BPD criteria
derived from logistic regression analyses.

DSM-IV/DSM-5 BPD
criteria DSM-5 Section III traits (predictors)

1. Fear of abandonment Separation insecurity (3.22), Impulsivity
(2.44), Emotional lability (2.38)

2. Unstable relations Impulsivity (2.27), Suspiciousness (2.14)
3. Identity disturbance n.s.
4. Impulsivity Impulsivity (5.63), Risk taking (3.90)
5. Self-destructiveness Depressivity (4.05)
6. Affective lability Emotional lability (7.21)
7. Chronic emptiness n.s.
8. Uncontrolled anger Hostility (9.39)
9. Paranoia or dissociation Suspiciousness (2.26)
Total BPD criterion

count
Impulsivity (0.30), Suspiciousness (0.30),

Emotional lability (0.15)

n ¼ 142; all reported coefficients are significant at the 0.05 level. Nine
criterion variables: odds ratios derived from a multiple logistic regression
model. Total BPD criterion count: standardized beta weights (bootstrapped
standard errors); R2¼ 0.56. BPD¼ borderline personality disorder; DSM-5¼
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition; n.s. ¼
not significant.
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associations. Provided that these findings are replicated in

future research, Suspiciousness, Emotional lability, and

Impulsivity should be considered as potential core traits cri-

teria for BPD in the revision of the Section III model,

whereas the poor performance of Anxiousness suggests that

too many traits from the domain of Negative affectivity may

be involved in the operationalization of BPD.
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