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magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) bold signal was larger in 
those with BPD, suggesting greater arousal when performing 
empathy tasks (see Figure 14.5).

Trust and Borderline  
Personality Disorder
An important method of research in this area is to have indi-
viduals with borderline personality play computer games. One 
of these is the trust game. In this game, money is exchanged 
between an investor, who decides how much money to com-
mit, and a trustee, who decides how much of the investment to 
repay the investor. During the game, the investment is tripled. 
If both cooperate, then both the investor and the trustee ben-
efit. However, this involves a degree of trust between the two. 
This trust builds up from playing the game a number of times. 
Individuals with BPD do not trust the situation and invest less 
money than do non-BDP controls.

During the game, activity in the anterior insula is mea-
sured. This area is traditionally related to a sense of self and 
the physiological state of the body. It has also been shown to 
react to unfairness and the emotional states of others. With 
the healthy control, large activation of the anterior insula was 
related to the size of the investment. Small investments related 
to large activation and large investments corresponded to 
small activations. Thus, it is activated when the person does 
not cooperate. On the other hand, the insula of the person 
with BPD did not differentiate between the size of the offer. 
According to these researchers (King-Casas et al., 2008), 
those with BPD did not have the gut feeling that cooperation, 
and thus the relationship, was in jeopardy (see Figure 14.6).

FIGURE 14.5 BPD and Greater Brain Activation 
When Performing Empathy Tasks
Bold (fMRI) differences show more brain activation when 
performing both cognitive and emotional empathy tasks as 
compared with control participants.

Source: Dziobek et al. (2011, p. 546), with permission from 
Elsevier.
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FIGURE 14.6 BPD and Difficulty With Trust
In playing the trust game, those with BPD found it more difficult to develop trust. They also showed less activation of the anterior insula, 
which was not related to the degree of investment as it was with individuals without BPD.

Source: From Andreas Meyer-Lindenberg, “Trust Me on This.” Science Volume: 321, Issue: 5890. 2008, August 15. Reprinted with 
permission from AAAS. Illustration Adapted by N. Kevitiyagala/Science.
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