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UNDERSTANDING

THE CHALLENGES
AND OFFERING
REAL SUPPORT

Loving or caring for
someone diagnosed
with borderline
personality disorder
(BPD) can feel like
navigating an
emotional storm
without a map. The
intense mood swings,
fear of abandonment,
and impulsive actions
can leave family
members and friends

feeling confused,
exhausted, and even
hopeless. However,

understanding how to
help someone with
borderline personality
disorder is not only
possible but can be
profoundly
transformative for both
of you. With the right
knowledge, strategies,
and a commitment to
compassionate
boundaries, you can
become a stabilizing
force in their life
without sacrificing your
own well-being.

Before diving into
specific techniques, it
is crucial to recognize


https://evoluir.abar.org.br/

that BPD is a legitimate
mental health
condition, not a
character flaw or a
choice. Individuals with
BPD often experience a
chronic sense of
emptiness, unstable
relationships, and a
deeply fractured sense
of self. Their reactions,
which may seem
manipulative or overly
dramatic to outsiders,
are usually desperate
attempts to manage
overwhelming internal
pain. By reframing
their behavior through
this lens of suffering,
you can begin to
approach the situation
with genuine empathy
rather than frustration.

WHAT IS
BORDERLINE
PERSONALITY
DISORDER? A
BRIEF OVERVIEW

To help effectively, you
must first understand

what you are dealing
with. Borderline
personality disorder is
characterized by a
pervasive pattern of
instability in
interpersonal
relationships, self-
image, and emotions.
The Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders
(DSM-5) outlines nine
specific criteria, and a
diagnosis typically
requires meeting at
least five of them.
These include frantic
efforts to avoid real or
imagined
abandonment, a
pattern of intense and
unstable relationships,
marked impulsivity,
recurrent suicidal
behavior or self-harm,
affective instability,
chronic feelings of
emptiness, and
difficulty controlling
anger.

It is also important to
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note that BPD often co-
occurs with other
conditions such as
depression, anxiety
disorders, eating
disorders, or substance
use disorders. This
complexity means that
a holistic approach to
treatment and support
is necessary. The good
news is that with
proper therapy —
particularly dialectical
behavior therapy
(DBT), mentalization-
based therapy (MBT),
or transference-
focused psychotherapy
(TFP) — many
individuals with BPD
experience significant
improvement over
time.

EDUCATE
YOURSELF
WITHOUT
OVERWHELMING
THEM

One of the most
powerful first steps in

learning how to help
someone with
borderline personality
disorder is to educate
yourself about the
condition. Read books
by experts like Dr.
Marsha Linehan, who
developed DBT, or
explore reputable
online resources from
organizations such as
the National Education
Alliance for Borderline
Personality Disorder
(NEA-BPD). Knowledge
reduces fear and helps
you respond with
insight rather than
reactivity.

However, be careful
not to become an
amateur diagnostician.
Avoid labeling their
every mood swing or
disagreement as a
symptom of BPD.
Instead, use your
understanding to foster
patience and
compassion. When you
recognize that their



fear of abandonment is
driven by deep-seated
insecurity rather than a
lack of trust in you, you
can respond with
reassurance rather
than defensiveness.

MASTER THE ART
OF VALIDATION

Validation is arguably
the single most
effective

communication tool
when supporting
someone with BPD.
Validation does not
mean agreeing with
their perception of
reality or condoning
harmful behavior.
Instead, it means
acknowledging their
emotional experience

as real and
understandable given
their history and

internal state.

For example, if your
loved one says, "You
are going to leave me
just like everyone

else," a validating
response might be, "I
can hear how terrified
you are that | will
abandon you. That
feeling must be
incredibly painful. |
want you to know that |
am here right now, and
| care about you."
Notice how this
response does not
argue, defend, or prove
anything. It simply
meets their emotional
reality with
acceptance.

Validation helps de-
escalate intense
emotions because it
signals to the person
with BPD that they are
seen and heard. When
they feel understood,
the need to prove their
pain through more
dramatic actions often
diminishes.
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Practical

Validation
Techniqu

es

e Pay attention:
Give them your

full presence
without

distractions. Put

down your

phone, make eye

contact, and
listen without
interrupting.

¢ Reflect their

words:

Paraphrase what
they have said to

show you are
listening. For

instance, "So you
felt humiliated
when your friend

did not invite
yOU."
¢ Read their

mind: Guess
what they might
be feeling even if
they have not
explicitly stated
it. "It looks like
you are feeling
really hurt right
now."
Understand the
context:
Acknowledge
how their past
experiences
might make the
current situation
more painful.
"Given how your
last relationship
ended, it makes
sense that you
would feel
anxious right
now."
Normalize the
emotion: Let
them know that
their feelings are
human and
understandable.
"Anyone in your
situation would



feel frustrated."

SET AND MAINTAIN
HEALTHY
BOUNDARIES

Many people who want
to know how to help
someone with
borderline personality
disorder struggle with
the <concept of
boundaries. There is a
fear that setting limits
will be perceived as
rejection, triggering an
intense reaction. In
reality, clear and
consistent boundaries
are an essential form
of love and support.
They provide structure
and predictability,
which can be deeply
calming for someone
whose internal world
feels chaotic.

Boundaries are not
about controlling the
other person; they are
about taking
responsibility for your

own well-being and
clearly communicating
what behavior you will
and will not accept. For
example, you might
say, "I am happy to
talk with you about
your feelings, but | will
need to end the
conversation if you
start yelling at me. We
can continue later
when we are both
calm."

Guideline
s for
Boundary
Setting

1. Be clear and
specific: Vague
boundaries are
hard to enforce.
Instead of saying
"Stop being so
needy," say "l
need some quiet
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time after work. |
will be available
to talk after
dinner."

. Be consistent:
Enforce your
boundaries every
time.
Inconsistency
creates
confusion and
can actually
increase testing
behaviors.

. Use a calm
tone: Deliver
your boundary
with a neutral
and
compassionate
voice. Your goal
is to protect the
relationship, not
to punish.

. Follow
through: If you
say you will end
a conversation if
yelling continues,
then do it. Empty
threats
undermine trust.

ENCOURAGE
PROFESSIONAL
TREATMENT
WITHOUT
NAGGING

You cannot be your
loved one's sole
therapist or rescuer.
While your support is
invaluable, professional
treatment is the
cornerstone of
recovery from BPD.
Learning how to help
someone with
borderline personality
disorder includes
knowing when to step
back and encourage
expert care.

Dialectical behavior
therapy (DBT) is
considered the gold
standard treatment for
BPD. It focuses on four

key skill areas:
mindfulness, distress
tolerance, emotion
regulation, and

interpersonal
effectiveness. If your



loved one is in therapy,
you can ask how you
might support their
skill-building at home.
Some therapists even
offer family sessions or
skills training for loved
ones.

If they are not yet in
treatment, approach
the subject gently.
Avoid ultimatums or
shaming. You might
say, "l have noticed
you have been
suffering a lot lately,
and | care about you. |
have read that therapy
can be really helpful
for managing some of
these feelings. Would
you be open to
exploring that
possibility together?"
Offer to help research
therapists or
accompany them to an
initial appointment if
they are anxious.

NAVIGATE CRISES

WITH A PLAN

Crises, including self-
harm or suicidal
ideation, are not
uncommon in BPD.
Knowing how to
respond in these
moments is critical.
Your role during a crisis
is not to solve
everything but to help
stabilize the situation
and connect them with
appropriate resources.

First, stay as calm as
possible. Your calm
energy can be
contagious and help
de-escalate their
intensity. Listen
without judgment,
validate their pain, and
avoid minimizing their
distress by saying
things like "You have
so much to live for."
Instead, focus on the
present moment and
on getting through the
next hour.

Ask directly about
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safety. Contrary to
popular belief, asking
about suicidal thoughts
does not plant the
idea. You can say, "Are
you thinking about
hurting yourself?" If the
answer is yes, do not
leave them alone.
Remove any means of
self-harm, and call a
crisis hotline or take
them to the emergency
room if necessary. The
988 Suicide and Crisis
Lifeline in the United
States is an excellent
resource for both of
you.

What to
Do in a
Crisis
e Stay with the
person or ensure
they are not

alone.
e Use a calm,

steady tone of
voice.

e Avoid arguing,
judging, or giving
simple solutions.

 Validate their
pain: "l can see
you are in
tremendous pain
right now."

e Encourage them
to use coping
skills they have
learned in
therapy.

e Call a crisis line
for guidance if
you are unsure.

TAKE CARE OF
YOURSELF: THE
OFTEN-
FORGOTTEN PIECE

You cannot pour from
an empty cup. If you
exhaust yourself trying
to support someone
with BPD, you will
eventually become
resentful, burned out,
or even ill. Self-care is



not selfish; it is
strateqgic and
necessary for long-

term support.

Consider joining a
support group for
family members of
people with BPD.
Organizations like the
National Alliance on
Mental Illness (NAMI)
offer  family-to-family
programs. Talking with
others who truly
understand the
challenges can be
immensely relieving.
Additionally, consider
seeing a therapist for
yourself. Having a
neutral professional to
help you process your
own feelings and
develop coping
strategies is a sign of
strength, not
weakness.

Make time for activities
that replenish you. This
could be exercise,
meditation, time in
nature, hobbies, or
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simply spending time
with friends who are
not part of the
caregiving dynamic.
Give yourself
permission to take
breaks without guilt. It
is okay to say, "l need
some time for myself
today, but | will check
in with you tomorrow."

RECOGNIZE
PROGRESS AND
CELEBRATE SMALL
WINS

Recovery from BPD is
rarely a straight line.
There will be good
days and bad days,
steps forward and
steps back. It is easy to
focus on the setbacks,
but it is equally
important to recognize
and celebrate
progress, no matter
how small. Did your
loved one use a coping
skill instead of self-
harming? Did they take
responsibility  for
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something without
blaming someone else?
Did they ask for
support in a calm,
direct way? These are
victories worth
acknowledging.

Positive reinforcement
can be incredibly
motivating. A simple
statement like, "l saw
how hard you worked
to stay calm during
that conversation, and
| am really proud of
you," can strengthen
their commitment to
growth and deepen
your connection.

COMMON
MISTAKES TO
AVOID

Even with the best
intentions, it is easy to
fall into patterns that
are unhelpful. Being
aware of these
common pitfalls can
help you stay on track.

e Taking things

11

personally:
When someone
with BPD lashes
out, it is usually
a reflection of
their internal
pain, not a true
judgment of your
character. Try to
build a mental
buffer between
their words and
your self-worth.
Rescuing or
enabling:
Solving their
problems for
them may
provide short-
term relief but
robs them of the
opportunity to
build their own
coping skills.
Walking on
eggshells:
Constantly
tiptoeing around
their emotions to
avoid conflict is
exhausting and
ultimately



unsustainable.
Authenticity is
more helpful
than perfect
peace.
Expecting rapid
change: Lasting
change takes
time, often years
of dedicated
therapy. Patience
is essential.
Neglecting
your own
needs:
Sacrificing your
own mental
health will not
save theirs. It will
only lead to two
people in crisis.

WHEN TO STEP
BACK FOR SAFETY

There may come a
point when the
relationship becomes
unsafe, whether
emotionally, physically,
or both. If you are
experiencing verbal
abuse, threats,
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physical aggression, or
extreme manipulation
that is destroying your
mental health, it is
okay to step back.
Loving someone from a
distance is sometimes
the most
compassionate choice
you can make.

This does not mean
you are giving up on
them. It means you are
recognizing the limits
of what you can
provide. You can still
wish them well,
encourage treatment
from afar, and hope for
their recovery without
being an active
participant in a toxic
dynamic. Your safety
matters.

CONCLUSION

Learning how to help
someone with
borderline personality
disorder is a journey
that requires patience,
education, empathy,
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and clear boundaries.
You cannot fix them or
cure them, but you can
offer a steady,
validating presence
that makes their path
to healing a little less
lonely. By focusing on
validation, encouraging
professional treatment,
managing crises
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calmly, and prioritizing
your own self-care, you
create an environment
where both you and
your loved one can
grow. Progress may be
slow and imperfect, but
every moment of
genuine connection is
a step



