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The diagnosis of personality disorder in clinical practice
By Professor Patricia Casey

Personality disorder is commonly seen in psychiatric practice, most commonly when it
co-occurs with another mental health problem such as depressive illness, generalised
anxiety etc.

The exact frequency of personality disorder varies with the study population and is found
in 5-15% of the general population. Among clinical populations such as psychiatric out-
patients, in-patients and those presenting to accident departments following deliberate
self harm the prevalence is much higher.

It is important to consider this diagnosis in all patients since it carries implications for
aetiology in some psychiatric disorders such as alcohol abuse and also impacts upon
response to treatment and ultimately on prognosis. However, a diagnosis of personality
disorder is also stigmatising and so this diagnosis should only be made after detailed
evaluation of the patient.

There are dangers of over-diagnosis if the threshold for diagnosis is set too low as when
only abnormal traits are regarded as evidence of personality disorder. It is also important
to ascertain that these traits impact adversely upon inter-personal relationships and that
they occur in a variety of settings such as work, home and social life.

When assessing personality in clinical settings it is important to obtain collateral
information from a person who has long personal knowledge of the patient, especially
when mental state symptoms are still present as these may contaminate the patient’s
own assessment of themselves.

Screening questionnaires must be used in conjunction with a detailed clinical assessment
and structured interview schedules are mainly used in research as these are labour
intensive.

Reflection questions

(1.3) Jot down what you believe are the salient features of personality disorder. List at
least four.

(2.2) Can you think of some reasons for evaluating personality disorder in your day-to-
day clinical practice?
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