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Maladaptive Personality Traits 
and Personality Disorders
As DSM–5 was being developed, a large number 
of studies were addressing the question of how 
the personality dimensions of the FFM could be 
related to the personality disorder categories of 
the DSM (Widiger & Mullins-Sweatt, 2009). The 
simple answer is that the three clusters repre-
senting 10 types of personality disorders can be 
understood as maladaptive variants of the FFM. 
Using data from clinicians and researchers, Table 
14.8 shows the relationship between different fac-
ets of each of the five factors and the 10 personal-
ity disorders described in the DSM. An H in the 
table means that this personality trait would be 
high for that particular personality disorder. An 
L would mean low occurrence. For example, individuals with antisocial personality disorder 
show high scores in the facets of extraversion and low scores in the facets of agreeableness and 
conscientiousness.

It was long believed that personality disorders were highly resistant to change and difficult 
to treat effectively. One characteristic of personality disorders is the stable occurrence of the 
personality structure. This would lead one to expect only minor changes in the expression of 
these disorders over the life span. However, current research findings suggest that personal-
ity disorders may be more plastic than previously expected, which makes treatment important 
(Newton-Howes, Clark, & Chanen, 2015). A number of recent studies have followed individu-
als with personality disorders over the life span. Initially, there is stability of personality pathol-
ogy in adolescence (van den Akker, Prinzie, & Overbeek, 2015). Further, aspects of personality 
pathologies remain stable until one’s twenties or thirties and then decrease over the life span. 
One exception to this is the schizoid personality disorder, which increases with age. Figure 
14.2 displays changes in diagnostic criteria for personality disorders for different age groups 
(Gutiérrez et al., 2012). As you can see, there is a decrease in the number of criteria met over 
time, except for schizoid personality disorder.

Categories and Dimensions
One complex aspect of understanding personality disorders is that they are described in terms of 
10 categories, and the FFM is related to five dimensions. That is to say, a person can score along a 
continuum in terms of a personality trait such as extraversion. However, a person is either diag-
nosed with one of the personality disorders or not. Currently, for the 10 personality disorders, 
there are 79 descriptive criteria. A continuum approach would simplify this.

Some have suggested that there would be advantages to considering personality disorders 
along a spectrum as is the case with autism spectrum disorder. This would allow for a mapping 
of personality disorders and personality traits in the FFM. Since each dimension of the FFM has 
been shown to have a genetic component and these five dimensions are found worldwide, a spec-
trum approach would help clarify this aspect of personality disorders.

Environmental and Genetic Studies of Personality Disorders
A number of studies have shown that emotional abuse, sexual abuse, and neglect are related 
to the later development of personality disorders (Battle et al., 2004; Pereda, Gallardo-Pujol, & 
Padilla, 2011). In the study by Cynthia Battle and her colleagues, the prior histories of 600 adults 
with a personality disorder were examined. In this sample, 73% of these individuals reported 
prior abuse and 82% reported childhood neglect. Childhood maltreatment was particularly 

Extraversion is associated with sociability, cheerfulness, energy, and a sense of fun.
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