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Comparing individuals with 
major depressive disorder (MDD) 
and BPD over a 10-year period, it 
was found that 85% of the individ-
uals with BPD showed a reduction 
in their symptoms (Gunderson 
et al., 2011). However, they also 
found persistent impairment in 
social relationships. This study and 
Grilo et al. (2004) found that those 
with MDD showed a reduction in 
symptoms earlier than those with 
personality disorders.

Brain Studies of Those With 
Borderline Personality 
Disorder
Studies looking at both structural 
and functional aspects of the brain 
have shown differences in those 
with BPD. Structurally, individu-
als with BPD have less volume in 
a number of brain areas (Soloff et 
al., 2012). The regions with reduc-
tions include the insula, the mid-
dle and superior temporal cortex 
(Mid-Sup T), the fusiform gyrus 
(FG), the anterior cingulate cortex 
(ACC), the hippocampus and the 
parahippocampus, and the amyg-
dala (Amyg) (see Figure 14.3).

Empathy has been a focus 
of research in those with BPD. 
In terms of brain processes, Isabel 
Dziobek and her colleagues (2011) 
examined empathy using brain imag-
ing tasks. These researchers divided 
empathy into two categories: cogni-
tive empathy and emotional empathy. 
Cognitive empathy required partici-
pants to assess the mental states of indi-
viduals shown in pictures. Emotional 
empathy required participants to rate 
their concern for the person shown in 
the picture. Thus, a picture of a little girl 
standing in front of a destroyed house 
could be rated in terms of both how the 
little girl would feel as well as how much 
one would be concerned about her.

In terms of emotional empathy, 
individuals with BPD showed differ-
ent responses from controls in the right 
insula (see Figure 14.4). The functional 

FIGURE 14.3 BPD and Brain Volume
Individuals with BPD have less volume in a number of brain areas. These areas 
include the insula, the middle and superior temporal cortex (Mid-Sup T), the 
fusiform gyrus (FG), the anterior cingulate cortex (ACC), the hippocampus and the 
parahippocampus, and the amygdala (Amyg).

Source: Soloff et al. (2012, p. 520), with permission from Elsevier.

FIGURE 14.4 The Experience of Empathy  
Evident in the Brains of Those With BPD
In terms of emotional empathy, individuals with BPD showed different responses 
from controls, as evident in the right insula. This figure shows differences 
between control participants and those with borderline personality disorder.

Note: Figure uses radiological format in terms of right and left side.

Source: Dziobek et al. (2011, p. 546), with permission from Elsevier.




