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The clinical difference between bipolar disorder and borderline personality disorder has
always been a diagnostic challenge, especially with type I bipolar disorder and subthreshold
symptoms, opening a diagnostic bias with the consequent repercussions of inappropriate
treatment.

Both pathologies are often misdiagnosed initially. The objective of this article is to empha-
sise the main clinical differences between the two pathologies. We present the case of a
patient with along history of psychiatric symptoms that started in childhood, with consider-
able functional impairment, who met the criteria for both disorders, pointing to comorbidity.
During follow-up, she responded favourably to psychotropic drugs, pushing the diagno-
sis towards the bipolar spectrum, due to the notable improvement. However, comorbidity
should not be neglected due to its high presentation.

© 2021 Asociacién Colombiana de Psiquiatria. Published by Elsevier Espaiia, S.L.U. All
rights reserved.

Diferencias clinicas del trastorno bipolar y el trastorno limite de la
personalidad: a propésito de un caso
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La diferencia clinica entre el trastorno bipolar y el trastorno limite de la personalidad siem-
pre ha sido un reto diagnéstico, sobre todo con el trastorno bipolar tipo II, y con los cuadros
subumbrales, lo cual abre un sesgo diagndstico con las consiguientes repercusiones de un
tratamiento no adecuado. Ambas afecciones reciben en gran proporcién un diagnéstico pre-
vio equivocado. En este articulo se hace énfasis en las principales diferencias clinicas entre
ambas enfermedades. Se presenta el caso de una paciente con una larga historia de sintomas
psiquiatricos que se inici6 en la infancia, con muchas dificultades en su funcionamiento,
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que cumplian criterios de ambos trastornos, lo cual apunta a comorbilidad; en el
seguimiento respondié favorablemente a los psicofarmacos, y su diagndstico se incliné
hacia el espectro bipolar, por la notable mejoria. Sin embargo, no debe dejarse de lado la

comorbilidad por su alta presentacién.
© 2021 Asociacién Colombiana de Psiquiatria. Publicado por Elsevier Espana, S.L.U.

Todos los derechos reservados.

Introduction

Bipolar disorder and borderline personality disorder are seri-
ous, chronic psychiatric illnesses. The first is characterised by
recurrent episodes of mania, hypomania and depression, or
mixed episodes, while the second is characterised by insta-
bility and impulsivity in all areas, resulting in a loss of
functionality. The prevalence of bipolar disorder is >1% of
the world’s population,’ while borderline personality disor-
der is found in 1.7% of the general population but in 15-28%
of patients in psychiatric clinics or hospitals.? Both disorders
have high comorbidity, such as anxiety disorders, substance
use disorders, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder and per-
sonality disorders for bipolar disorder,® and mood disorders,
anxiety disorders, post-traumatic stress disorder, substance
use disorders and eating disorders for borderline personality
disorder.* The risk of suicide is high in both disorders. In bipo-
lar disorder, one-third of patients attempt suicide, with a fatal
outcome in 15-20% of cases.” Borderline personality disorder
is also associated with self-harm and up to 10% of patients
commit suicide.®

The clinical difference between bipolar disorder and bor-
derline personality disorder has always been a hotly debated
diagnostic challenge. Borderline personality disorder has even
been considered part of the bipolar spectrum,” where diag-
noses such as bipolar and related disorders, not otherwise
specified of the DSM-5° result in bias among clinicians who
are not specialised in these illnesses, and bipolar disorder is
overdiagnosed.’ This can be seen in the characteristics of the
two disorders, in which symptoms such as impulsivity, affec-
tive instability, intense anger, recurrent suicidal behaviour
and interpersonal problems often result in diagnostic error.
Around 40% of patients with borderline personality disorder
have been previously misdiagnosed.'® To make things even
more difficult, comorbidity between the two disorders is high
and affects approximately one in every five patients, with even
higher rates of comorbidity for bipolar II disorder (affecting up
to 37.7% of patients)!! (Table 1).

Case report

A 25-year-old woman came into the clinic due to affective
instability. She reported feelings of anxiety, sadness and irri-
tability, with sadness being the predominant feeling, and
dysfunction in all areas. She claimed to have no medical his-
tory. With regards to psychiatric history and substance use,
she had a major depressive episode at the age of 17, which
was treated with paroxetine. She started drinking alcohol at

the age of 15 and used to get drunk every weekend, and she
used to smoke 3 marihuana joints a month between the ages
of 16 and 19. She also said that she had been sexually abused
on two occasions at the age of 16 and 20, both times while
under the effect of toxic substances. The patient was single,
lived with her parents and was a university student.

Her symptoms started during her childhood. She reported
having an unstable self-image and impulsiveness and used
to constantly compare herself to other children, acting with
no thought for the consequences. During her teenage years,
she started cutting and binge eating without compensatory
behaviours. This went on for a couple of years and, in the
patient’s own words, was to calm the feeling of emptiness
and reduce constant symptoms of anxiety and sadness. At
the age of 17, she suffered a major depressive episode with
melancholic features, which was treated with paroxetine. The
patient declared that she had stopped the drug treatment
after 3 months due to feeling a sense of well-being she had
never felt before. After a period of apparent improvement, the
feeling of emptiness, affective instability, anxiety and irritabil-
ity returned. She made four low-lethality suicide attempts
over the course of a year, all of which were impulsive. She
was not admitted as a result of any of the attempts and
only received short courses of psychotherapy. The patient
reported, more precisely, that from the age of 19 she had
episodes when everything seemed to be going well and she
had feelings of great inexplicable well-being for several weeks.
However, these episodes alternated with periods when every-
thing returned to normal with affective instability, anxiety,
irritability, unstable relationships and feelings of worthless-
ness. When questioned, the patient reported having had a
low mood for the last 2 weeks with symptoms of anxiety
and irritability, anhedonia, loss of appetite and energy, hyper-
somnia, thoughts of guilt and worthlessness and occasional
reactive thoughts of death. In addition to self-image instabil-
ity, she had unstable relationships with fear of rejection and
chronic difficulty controlling her anger and feelings of empti-
ness.

Upon psychopathological examination, she was found to
be awake, alert and oriented to time, place and person. She
was cooperative and her brain age was consistent with her
chronological age. She was of average build and her per-
sonal appearance was appropriate. She kept adequate eye
contact and used normal tone of voice and language. She
showed no abnormalities in her way of thinking but had
an overvalued thought content of guilt and worthlessness.
She had mood swings with anxiety, sadness and irritability,
with sadness being the predominant feeling, and appropri-
ate affect. She reported no current suicidal ideation or plans
but reported constant thoughts of self-harm, especially dur-
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Table 1 - Patient’s clinical characteristics.

Bipolar disorder

Borderline personality disorder

Relatives

Age of onset

Clinical course
Depressive symptoms

Suicide and self-harm

Symptoms of hypomania

Context of mood

Affective instability

Impulsivity

Psychotic symptoms

Childhood trauma

Identity

Interpersonal relationships
Temperament

Comorbidity

Treatment

o Maternal aunt with bipolar disorder

o Family history of depression

o Childhood onset

o It kept getting worse until medicated

o She had a melancholic episode at the
age of 17

o Four suicide attempts and self-harming
behaviours

o Inexplicable episodes where everything
was going well, with an immense feeling
of well-being for several weeks

¢ Autonomous episodes of hypomania,
and one depressive episode at the age of
17; the patient did not report a trigger

o Episodes of depression and hypomania

o The patient attempted suicide four
times, perhaps during a mixed episode

¢ She has not had any psychotic
symptoms

¢ Sexual abuse at the age of 16

o Improvement in episodes of hypomania
o Improvement in episodes of hypomania
¢ Cyclothymic and irritable

¢ Substance use

¢ Notable improvement with quetiapine

o Sister with behavioural problems
o Family history of depression

¢ Childhood onset

o Wait for progression

o Multiple reactive symptoms

o Four suicide attempts and self-harming
behaviours

o Affective instability, devalued
self-image and constant anxiety

o Multiple reactive symptoms

o Constant affective instability of high
intensity

o The patient reports impulsivity since
her childhood, with cutting, binge eating
and 4 suicide attempts

o She reports no dissociative symptoms,
perhaps transient paranoid ideations

¢ Sexual abuse at the age of 16

¢ Unstable self-image since childhood

» Constant unstable relationships
Cyclothymic and irritable

¢ Substance use

o She did not agree to psychotherapy for

her personality disorder

ing times of stress, and occasional thoughts of death. She
had sound judgement and reasoning. She showed no psy-
chomotor impairment and reported no sensory or perceptual
impairments.

Complementary tests ordered included a full blood count,
liver, kidney and thyroid function tests and biochemistry, all
of which were normal. Human immunodeficiency virus and
hepatitis B and C serology tests were also negative.

The diagnosis of a major depressive episode, with a high
index of suspicion of bipolar II disorder due to the periods of
well-being when everything seemed to be going well, comor-
bid with borderline personality disorder was determined.
It was decided to start extended-release quetiapine and to
titrate this to a dose of 300 mg. The patient was also offered
transference-focused psychotherapy, which she rejected due
to scheduling issues, despite explaining its benefits due to the
comorbidity of bipolar disorder and personality disorder. She
therefore continued with supportive therapy and drug man-
agement.

Discussion

The case of a female patient with a long history of psychiatric
symptoms is presented in this paper. A diagnosis of bipolar
II disorder comorbid with borderline personality disorder was
determined for this patient. She responded well to medication
during follow-up. She changed career with a good outcome
(she was suspended from her previous employment), became
more independent, achieved a stable romantic relationship
and her minimal symptoms during times of stress did not limit

her. This case leaned towards a disorder on the bipolar spec-
trum. The main clinical differences between the two disorders
are described below.

Heritability of bipolar disorder is estimated at 80%'?
with bipolar or unipolar first-degree relatives.'® Borderline
personality disorder has a large environmental component
and runs in families,''> with first-degree relatives with
impulse-control disorder or unipolar depression.’® The most
common age of onset of bipolar disorder is between 12
and 30 years.” There is no clear age of onset for border-
line personality disorder and patients report feeling low and
depressed from childhood.’®' Bipolar disorder is a chronic
illness, does not remit with age and tends to get worse over
time.”° Borderline personality disorder seems to have a more
favourable course, with symptoms improving in middle-aged
adults.?>?? Depressive symptoms in bipolar disorder tend to
have atypical, melancholic features, with agitation, mixed
symptoms, low self-esteem and self-criticism,?>~%> while bor-
derline personality disorder has non-melancholic, reactive
depressive episodes, with feelings of emptiness, painful
incoherence and a heightened subjective experience.!82526
Suicide and the risk of self-harm are features of both disorders,
with arguably slightly higher rates in borderline person-
ality disorder.>®'327:28 Another feature of bipolar disorder
is hypomania with increased self-esteem, energy, creativ-
ity and productivity and there may be irritability during the
episode.'®17:?° Borderline personality disorder tends to show
patterns of affective instability, with a devalued self-image
and marked anxiety.”®° Mixed and rapid-cycling episodes
may cause the most confusion.”*! Bipolar disorder episodes
tend to be autonomous and lack an interpersonal context.>°



REV COLOMB PSIQUIAT.2022;51(4):330-334

333

In borderline personality disorder, symptoms tend to be
reactive to interpersonal problems, such as frustration or a
sense of abandonment.'®?%32 Affective instability in bipo-
lar disorder tends to result in internally-generated episodic
shifts between euthymia, euphoria and depression. Border-
line personality disorder results in brief, intense, reactive
shifts between euthymia, anxiety, anger and depression.3—3°
Impulsivity tends to manifest in both disorders. In bipolar
disorder, it appears particularly during episodes of hypoma-
nia, while in borderline personality disorder, it tends to be
a long-term, diagnostic feature.>%3%3% Psychotic symptoms
tend to be a feature of manic episodes and in bipolar dis-
order, such symptoms have been reported as being mood
congruent in up to 45% of patients.'”-*” In borderline person-
ality disorder, transient dissociative symptoms and paranoid
ideation tend to be experienced.*® Childhood trauma is char-
acteristic of both disorders, although more so in borderline
personality disorder (60-80%) than in bipolar disorder (50%).%3
The identity of bipolar patients tends to be stable during
euthymia and change to devalued or grandiose, depending on
the episode.® The identity of borderline personality patients
tends to suffer a fragmented sense of self, with emotional pain
and loss of identity.!>*° Bipolar patients tend to have stable
interpersonal relationships during euthymia, whereas border-
line personality patients have serious, ongoing discrepancies
when evaluating others, with a tendency towards idealisa-
tion, devaluation and fear of rejection.?'® Both types of patient
have cyclothymic and irritable temperaments.>**° Both types
of patient have high comorbidity, such as anxiety disorders,
substance use disorders, attention deficit hyperactivity disor-
der and personality disorders for bipolar disorder patients,?
and mood disorders, anxiety disorders, post-traumatic stress
disorder, substance use disorders and eating disorders for bor-
derline personality disorder patients.* Bipolar disorder has
two treatment phases, an acute phase and a maintenance
phase. In both phases, mood stabilisers, antipsychotics and
sometimes antidepressants are essential.!’ Drugs are only
used in borderline personality disorder for short periods of
time to relieve symptoms,*! and some kind of psychotherapy,
such as dialectical behaviour therapy, mentalisation-based
treatment or transference-focused therapy, is necessary to
improve symptoms.?

Conclusions

Differentiating bipolar disorder from borderline personality
disorder tends to be a difficult task, especially since they share
some features, such as temperament, affective instability,
impulsivity, suicide and comorbidity. An in-depth compari-
son of the clinical differences, with a detailed medical history,
is usually essential, always with the support of the patient’s
closest relatives in the absence of diagnostic tests confirming
the diagnosis, in order to avoid diagnostic error and repercus-
sions from improper treatment. Possible comorbidity between
the two disorders must never be overlooked.
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