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What strategies do people with borderline s
personality disorder use to maintain their
well-being and performance at work?
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Abstract

Background People with borderline personality disorder (BPD) often experience instability in their career paths.
Previous studies have mainly focused on their challenges in work participation. There has been limited attention on
their job tenure strategies. This qualitative study aimed to identify job tenure strategies of people with BPD who are
currently employed.

Methods Between November 2021 and March 2024, participants completed an online survey combining
questionnaires and qualitative open-ended questions covering eleven themes, such as task management, adherence
to workplace rules and self-perception of competence. The sample comprised 103 women, 22 men, and five non-
binary persons, with an average age of 35. In addition to BPD, about half of the participants reported co-occurring
diagnoses, such as anxiety disorders. For 54% of participants, their current primary job was aligned with their formal
training. For 65%, it corresponded to their personal interests, and for 83%, with their competencies.

Results To maintain well-being and performance at work, participants reported using strategies that involved
balancing work and daily life through stable routines and health-supporting lifestyle habits. Key strategies enabling
work functioning focused on self-regulation, cultivating positive workplace relationships, as well as task and time
management. Organizing a calm work environment that facilitates concentration, using stress reduction and
emotional regulation techniques, and seeking support from colleagues and managers were frequent examples.

Conclusions The findings highlight a variety of self-directed, interpersonal and task-related actions that people
with BPD use to maintain job tenure when employed. These personalized strategies can enrich the development of
sustainable work reintegration interventions. Future research should examine the empirical effectiveness of these
strategies and explore additional job tenure factors, such as work accommodations tailored to the needs of people
with BPD.
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Introduction

Work is a meaningful occupation throughout adulthood,
linked to various psychological, cognitive, and physical
health benefits [1]. For people living with serious mental
disorders (e.g., schizophrenia), challenges in job acqui-
sition, work functioning, and job tenure have been well
documented [2]. Unemployment also affects a large pro-
portion of people with borderline personality disorder
(BPD). Although it can vary over time, it has been esti-
mated that up to 45-50% of people with BPD in clinical
samples can receive disability pensions at some point in
their lives [3, 4]. Their career paths are often punctuated
by impulsive job choices [5] and frequent job changes
[6]. Annual direct healthcare costs and loss of produc-
tivity have been estimated to be 16 times higher in per-
sons with BPD compared to matched controls from the
general population [7]. Understanding better the specific
challenges of people with BPD in their work functioning
has been the focus of recent studies. Findings have indi-
cated that their main difficulties concern management
of emotions in the workplace, ineffective coping mecha-
nisms to handle stress and task demands (e.g., avoidance,
verbal aggression, self-harm), heightened sensitivity in
work-related social interactions, and over-engagement
in work, which impacts habits and activities in their per-
sonal life [5, 8—10]. These difficulties contribute to high
absenteeism, estimated at 218 h annually, equivalent to
six full-time weeks [11]. In addition, stigma expressed
from stakeholders such as employers or insurance agents,
can further complicate work participation for people
with BPD [9, 12].

As work plays a central role in the recovery journey
of people with BPD [13-15], not only documenting the
challenges they face is important, but also the personal
strategies which enable sustainable work functioning.
Also, giving a voice to people with BPD who remain
employed provides an opportunity to profile those who
have a higher level of psychosocial functioning and
enrich work-related rehabilitation interventions. This
study aimed to identify personal job tenure strategies
used by employed individuals with BPD.

Methods

This descriptive study [16] used an online survey data
collection method, following the recommendations of
Lachance et al. [17]. This type of online method has been
successfully used with samples that included people with
personality disorders [18, 19] and specifically those with
BPD [20].

The survey comprised three sections. The first gath-
ered sociodemographic questions (e.g., age, education
level) and employment characteristics (e.g., work status,
duration of the current job, and alignment of the job
with interests, training, and competencies). The second
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section involved completing quantitative questionnaires
on functioning in everyday life and work-related quality
of life. The final section comprised open-ended ques-
tions on job tenure strategies across eleven themes based
on the Quality of Life at Work Questionnaire [21]. The
current article focuses on the qualitative section of the
survey.

The survey was designed with the Lime Survey soft-
ware and revised by all authors. A qualitative pre-test of
the online survey was conducted with four individuals
from the researchers’ network. The pre-test, using open-
ended questions, evaluated completion time, clarity, and
ease of use, regardless of the type of technology used
(e.g., computer, tablet).

Participants

The eligible population consisted of individuals aged
18 to 65 who were diagnosed with BPD by a qualified
healthcare professional and receiving treatment or ther-
apy in a clinical setting. Participants were required to be
employed or in a return-to-work process following sick
leave. No exclusion criteria were applied. The targeted
sample size was 150 participants.

Recruitment was carried out across four clinical sites
and one community organization providing mental
health services to individuals with BPD in Quebec, Can-
ada. Healthcare professionals at these clinical settings
informed service users through a flyer. Interested indi-
viduals voluntarily contacted the first author to obtain
additional details about the study, including ethical con-
siderations. After expressing interest via email or phone,
participants were given a link to the online survey. Before
accessing the survey questions, all participants were
required to read and electronically sign the consent form.

Measures

The qualitative themes were drawn from the Quality of
Life at Work Questionnaire and existing literature on
work participation in BPD. The Quality of Life at Work
Questionnaire was selected since it was designed for indi-
viduals with severe mental disorders working in social
enterprises [21]. It consists of 40 items distributed across
eight dimensions, including work tasks and environment,
relationships with colleagues and manager, and a sense
of belonging. Responses are scored on a 4-point Likert
scale, ranging from 1 =totally disagree to 4 = totally agree.
The questionnaire shows strong psychometric properties,
with an internal consistency of 0.92 for the total score
and a test-retest reliability of =0.91 [22].

The open-ended questions asked participants to describe
at least one personal strategy they found useful, across
eleven different topics: (1) managing negative emotions
when performing tasks (e.g., frustration, decreased motiva-
tion); (2) organizing tasks; (3) maintaining concentration in
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Table 1 Sociodemographic characteristics of the participants Table 2 Employment characteristics of the participants (n=130)
(n=130) Variables n (%)
Categorical variables n (%) Work status
Gender Full-time 93(72.7)
Women 103 (79.2) Part-time 35(27.3)
Men 22(16.9) Duration of current main job
Non-binary 5(38) 1-6 months 26 (20)
Education level ~12 months 5(3.8)
Primary 2(1.6) 1-3 years 55(42.3)
High school 23(17.8) -10 years 21(16.2)
Professional degree 33(25.6) 11 years + 23(17.7)
College 38(29.5) Alignment of main job with training (yes) 70 (53.8)
University 33(25.6) Alignment of main job with interest (yes) 85 (65.4)
Family situation Alignment of main job with competence (yes) 108 (83.1)
Single without children 51(39.2)
Couple without children 29(22.3)
Single parent family 18 (13.9) the frequency of each strategy category and the specific
Mononuclear family 13(10) question under which they appeared were verified by two
Blended famnily 107.7) authors to examine the degree of importance of the catego-
Other (g, living with friends or roommates) 9(69) ries (removed for peer review process). These findings were
Continuous variables Mean (s.d.) discussed with all authors, leading to a refined grouping of
Age 354 (10.7) categories, sub-themes, and themes. For example, strategies

the work environment; (4) adhering to workplace rules; (5)
dealing with workplace injustices; (6) feeling competent and
valued in work performance; (7) sustaining satisfying rela-
tionships with colleagues and managers; (8) resolving con-
flicts; (9) seeking help and support to complete tasks; (10)
balancing effort to complete tasks while ensuring well-being
at work; and 11) harmonizing work-life balance to support
work functioning.

Analyses

Descriptive statistics (e.g., mean, standard deviation,
and percentage) were produced using SPSS software to
describe the participants’ characteristics and employ-
ment situations. The qualitative comments were
analyzed following the thematic analysis approach
proposed by Braun and Clarke [23]. Analyses were
performed on data from respondents who fully com-
pleted the qualitative section of the survey.

First, for each survey question, all comments were
exported from Lime Survey into an Excel file and then
imported into NVivo software. Next, two authors
(removed for peer review process) independently grouped
similar strategies for each question. These initial cat-
egories were discussed and refined with input from all
authors to ensure accurate categorization. For example,
strategles such as “finish tasks as you go’;, “prepare ahead
of time”, “use a list of tasks’, and “break tasks into smaller
steps” were grouped under the category of organization
of workload and tasks.

Following this step, it was noted that some strategies were
mentioned across multiple survey questions. Therefore,

related to balancing work and personal life were not only
mentioned in the question addressing this topic but also in
questions about managing negative emotions when carrying
out tasks or maintaining well-being while putting effort into
work. The overarching theme was labeled “strategies ori-
ented towards self;’ with the sub-theme “orchestrating work
with personal life] and the category “engaging in pleasant,
healthy activities and maintaining stable routines in daily
life”

Results

Data collection took place between November 2021
and March 2024 (during and after the COVID-19 pan-
demic). The sample included 103 women, 22 men, and
5 non-binary individuals with BPD (Table 1). Partici-
pants’ ages ranged from 18 to 63 years, with an aver-
age age of 35.4 years. Slightly more than half reported
having a comorbid psychiatric condition, primarily
anxiety disorders, depressive disorders, or ADHD.
One-third reported a physical condition that affected
their everyday life functioning, most commonly
chronic pain. Participants had various education lev-
els, and one-third were parents.

Regarding their employment situation (Table 2), par-
ticipants held diverse types of jobs (e.g., maintenance,
educators, nursing) across various work sectors such as
commerce, healthcare, education, administration. Most
participants worked full-time, and 46% cumulated more
than one job (e.g., a salaried employment alongside their
own small business). However, the survey focused on their
main occupation. Over the past five years, the number of
jobs held by participants ranged from 1 to 20, with a mean
of 3.6 (SD=2.8). At the time they completed the survey,
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Fig. 1 Most frequently applied work functioning and tenure strategies (n=118 respondents). Note. 1 = Self-directed strategies; 2 = Interpersonal strate-

gies; 3 = Task-related strategies

which could have been during or after the COVID-19 pan-
demic, 27% worked part-time or full-time remotely. More
than 75% had been in their current primary employment
for over one year. Notably, for 54% of participants, their job
aligned with their formal training, while 65% reported that it
matched their personal interest. Additionally, over 80% felt
their job fitted with their competencies.

Of the 130 survey respondents, 118 completed the
qualitative section in its entirety. Some participants
reported more than one strategy for certain questions,
leading to a total number of occurrences exceeding the
sample size. Very few indicated having no strategies.

The proposed strategies were categorized into three
domains:

1) Self-directed strategies:

a) cultivating a positive and self-compassionate
attitude

b) applying emotional regulation strategies

¢) orchestrating work with personal life through a
variety of activities and stable routines

2) Interpersonal strategies:

a) engaging in respectful and constructive
collaboration and communication

3) Task-related strategies:

a) actively planning and organizing tasks, time, and
priorities
b) setting a distraction-free environment.

The six sub-themes presented in Fig. 1 represent the
most frequently reported strategies (occurrences).

Self-directed strategies

Self-directed strategies were used for several purposes,
such as managing negative emotions during task per-
formance, feeling competent and valued, adhering to
workplace rules, maintaining positive relationships with
colleagues and managers, and orchestrating work and
personal life.

A commonly reported strategy (110 occurrences)
involved maintaining healthy lifestyle habits, particularly
ensuring good sleep hygiene and engaging in pleasant
activities outside of work, based on personal interests,
which could be recreative or social. In addition, partici-
pants described cognitive disengagement as a means to
separate personal and professional life (e.g., disconnect
from work emails when at home). Many also emphasized
the importance of maintaining stable routines in their
everyday life with some flexibility to consider unexpected
events. The following quote is an example of what was
applied: "I do physical activities every day (dance classes,
running, walking with my dog, working out). It helps me
burn off energy and stop thinking about my worries. It
always makes me feel good and rested.”

Skills and techniques learned from dialectical behav-
ioral therapy (DBT) and mentalization-based therapy
were frequently cited (108 occurrences), including deep
breathing, mindfulness, and the STOP technique. Par-
ticipants practiced self-gratification to cultivate a com-
passionate self-relationship and positive inner discourse
(74 occurrences), such as acknowledging their accom-
plishments and celebrating daily successes. To illustrate,
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some participants said: (1) “I do activities that make me
feel good. For example, I read, I color. It helps me take my
mind off things”; (2) “I try to congratulate myself, to see
what I have accomplished well. It helps to motivate me to
go to work’.

Although the majority mentioned positive and adap-
tive strategies, a few (8 occurrences) referred to strategies
that could negatively impact work functioning, such as
self-mutilation, over-investing in work, and intense self-
pressure because they feared being fired.

Interpersonal strategies

Strategies oriented towards others involved relational
actions or behaviors that varied depending on the indi-
vidual’s role in the workplace and focused on commu-
nicating with respect, in a constructive manner (474
occurrences). For example, many mentioned that during
work conversations, they considered all viewpoints and
adopted a listening approach, not a confrontational one.
With colleagues and managers, participants primarily
mentioned directly seeking help, support, and feedback
from the relevant person, establishing and maintain-
ing personal boundaries, and relying on both social and
professional support networks to ventilate and ask for
advice. As one participant explained:

“l don’t let the situation worsen, I share verbally my
view of the matter and immediately bring the prob-
lem to the table so that we can handle it together
instead of silently dividing”

Interestingly, specifically in their interactions with col-
leagues, participants often mentioned limiting personal
conversations or self-disclosure to maintain emotional
distance. When managing conflictual situations, they
usually took breaks or a step back. One participant
reported this approach:

I realize that not revealing too much about myself
or trying to make friends at work is the best strat-
egy for me. I go there to work and do what I need to
do without thinking too much about the rest, and it
helps me a lot.

Task-related strategies
To manage their workload and responsibilities effectively,
participants actively used diverse planning and organiza-
tional strategies (240 occurrences). These included struc-
turing tasks and time (including breaks) based on their
energy level, task complexity, and urgency. To support
this process, they used practical tools such as agendas,
alarms, and note-taking systems.

In addition, setting a distraction-free and pleas-
ant work environment was considered important (63
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occurrences), helping participants remain focused as well
as emotionally and cognitively available. Many partici-
pants mentioned listening to music or podcasts, working
in a private office, or creating a sensory ambiance that
enhanced concentration. One participant shared a spe-
cific example:

I have a diary in which I'm very well organized. It’s
an essential tool for me! I use different colors and a
legend for each aspect of my work.

Discussion

As Grenyer et al. [13] have shown, when people with BPD
function well, work is a meaningful part of their lives. The
findings from this study contribute to the understanding job
tenure strategies related to work quality of life among peo-
ple with BPD who are employed.

Some of the identified sub-themes and strategies align
with job tenure factors observed in individuals with severe
mental illness [2]. Participants in this study generally viewed
themselves as competent workers in a job that matched
their skills. Many also reported using strategies that rein-
forced positive self-esteem. A recent meta-analysis dem-
onstrated that, among people with severe mental illness,
self-esteem as a worker was significantly correlated with
employment outcomes, such as job satisfaction [24]. Self-
esteem as a worker has also been shown to be influenced by
satisfaction with the supervisor [25]. A strong positive view
of oneself as a competent worker can reinforce confidence
and motivation to continue working [26].

Maintaining satisfying and supportive relationships with
colleagues and managers was another key factor contribut-
ing to their work quality of life, and self-esteem as a worker
[25]. Participants described using interpersonal strategies to
constructively seek help and feedback when needed, as well
as to manage conflicts. Research suggests that, for workers
with and without mental health issues, relationships with
co-workers and managers play a crucial role in fostering
recognition when returning to work after a sick leave [27],
enhancing engagement [28], and facilitating job tenure [26].
Specifically, for people with severe mental illness, workplace
environments that support job tenure are characterized by
social interactions grounded in mutual respect, trust, and
friendliness [26].

Similarly to individuals with severe mental illness,
using both inner and external resources is important for
maintaining work functioning [26]. Among participants
with BPD, these resources included emotion regulation,
stress management, and mentalization learned in ther-
apy, as well as support from family, friends, and health-
care professionals. Participants often reported applying
self-directed DBT strategies learned in therapy to man-
age triggers in the workplace. In a study examining self-
directed management of symptoms at work, workers with
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severe mental illness reported using inward reassurance,
mindfulness, and engagement in activities to disconnect
during or at the end of workdays to facilitate transition
into personal life and reach out for social and emotional
support [29].

Subjective life balance, that is, the experience of having
a satisfactory quantity and variety of activities in different
domains [30], is an important sub-theme. Prior research
involving clinical samples of people with BPD highlighted
dissatisfaction with time use, combined with a lack of
meaningful activities to meet important physical, psycho-
logical, and social needs [8, 31]. Participants in this study
engaged in various pleasurable activities in their personal
lives, prioritized healthy lifestyle habits, and maintained
stable routines to support sustainable work functioning.

Given that people with BPD often experience atten-
tional difficulties [32] and executive function challenges
[33], many participants described strategies related to
adaptation of the physical environment and job duties to
maintain their concentration. These cognitive-oriented
strategies have been incorporated into job tenure inter-
ventions for individuals with psychosis and ADHD, such
as Minds@Work [34].

In sum, the strategies shared by the participants
emphasize the importance of addressing personal,
occupational, and environmental factors in therapy and
rehabilitation interventions to achieve a compatible fit
between individuals with BPD and their work environ-
ment, thereby supporting job tenure. In this sample,
the primary job corresponded to a personal interest for
more than half of the participants. Matching a job with
individual preferences — such as personal interest — has
been shown to enhance work satisfaction, performance,
and job tenure [26, 35]. The findings from this study vali-
date and enrich the themes addressed in existing work-
focused interventions for persons with BPD, who are
unemployed or engaged in a return-to-work process,
such as Borderline Intervention for Work Integration [8,
12], DBT-Accepting the Challenges of Exiting the System
[36, 37] and DBT- Skills for Employment [38]. Inform-
ing individuals with BPD in therapy about these peer-
reported strategies may serve as a valuable source of
information for personal reflection and action planning.
This could be followed by experiential and learning based
interventions to provide practice opportunities which
could be generalized in the workplace.

Strengths and limitations

The study benefits from a sufficiently large sample size,
with a high response rate to reach saturation of ideas.
The sample included participants with diverse personal
and employment characteristics recruited from mul-
tiple clinical sites and geographical locations, enhancing
the generalisability of the findings. However, qualitative
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responses were collected through an online survey,
meaning that the depth and clarity of the data depended
on the extent to which participants elaborated in their
answers. Finally, this study could not assess the effective-
ness of the reported strategies. Future research should
consider longitudinal designs including individuals with
BPD at different stages of work participation with and
without employment. Also, experimental approaches
would be needed to evaluate the impact of these strate-
gies on job tenure and work-related quality of life, differ-
entiated in workers in office jobs and remote jobs.

Conclusion

Employed individuals with BPD reported several strat-
egies to ensure sustainable employment. The most
frequently cited personal strategies included self-com-
passion, the use of emotion regulation techniques,
collaborative relationships with colleagues and manag-
ers, careful organization of tasks and the physical work
environment, engagement in pleasant activities in daily
life, and stable routines. A promising avenue for future
research is to explore the empirical effectiveness of these
strategies to sustain work functioning and well-being. In
addition, workplace support and accommodations play
an important role in job tenure and work satisfaction [2,
39] and should be tailored to meet the specific needs of
individuals with BPD.
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