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An association between borderline personality disorder (BPD) and 
alcohol and/or drug misuse is widely acknowledged in adults.1 
However, not much data exists to explain the factors underlying such 
an association in adolescents. This year, Johanna Folk and colleagues at 
George Mason University, USA, published their findings from a sample 
of 181 psychiatrically hospitalized adolescents who completed various 
self-assessments on their alcohol use and perceived coping skills. They 
found that adolescents who used alcohol to self-medicate were at 
high risk of alcohol problems in later life, regardless of BPD symptoms. 
Paradoxically, those with higher perceived levels of coping skills were 
at the highest risk: these individuals tended to drink more and have 
more alcohol problems.

“Adolescents who experience symptoms of BPD often exhibit a 
phenomenon called apparent competence — i.e. they present as 
being ‘in control’, but are actually experiencing extreme distress and 
lack sufficient coping skills”, explains Folk. “For this reason, and in light 
of our data, we encourage clinicians to collect collateral reports of 
adolescent’s coping abilities rather than relying solely on self-report”. 

The researchers also propose that clinicians should not only assess if 
adolescents are using alcohol, but also determine why they are doing 
so. “Clinicians should focus on teaching alternative coping strategies 
when self-medication and/or rebellion are identified as reasons for 
drinking”, said Folk, “as these seem to be associated with greater 
alcohol misuse”.

Presenting as ‘in control’ may 
mask risk for alcohol misuse in 
adolescents with symptoms of BPD
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Glossary:

Borderline personality disorder: 
According to the DSM-5, 
“bipolar personality disorder is 
diagnosed on the basis of (1) a 
pervasive pattern of instability of 
interpersonal relationships, self-
image, and affects, and (2) marked 
impulsivity beginning by early 
adulthood and present in a variety 
of contexts”.


