29th June 2010 
Psychiatrists welcome Northern Ireland strategy to help people with personality disorder

The Royal College of Psychiatrists in Northern Ireland has welcomed publication of the Department of Health’s strategy to help people with personality disorder.

“Personality disorder is misunderstood, and can make life very difficult for many people and sometimes for those around them. However there is increasing evidence that treatment can work and enable people to take responsibility for their lives,” Dr Philip McGarry

“People with this condition need help to change long standing patterns of behaviour that frequently arise from difficult circumstances or events in their childhood, sometimes including physical or sexual abuse. People with personality disorder often harm themselves as a way of coping with their psychological pain. 

“People with personality disorder are also over-represented in the criminal justice system, and many battle with addictions,” he said.

A psychotherapy service in Belfast for people with personality disorder who self-harm has been very successful, but Dr McGarry said that in general there has been very little in the way of services available in Northern Ireland, and people who need intensive therapy have often been sent to England for treatment.

“We are obviously disappointed that the budget cuts have resulted in less money than was originally allocated to fund these services, but having a strategy in place acknowledges that there are people who need help and sets a framework for this. The Department involved people with personality disorder and families in putting this strategy together, and that is reflected in the plans.

“It will be up to health Trusts and the prison service to find ways to implement these guidelines, and it is essential that they use the money that has been allocated to do this.

“Personality disorder carries an even greater stigma than many other mental health disorders, and people can become marginalised as some behaviours can be difficult to understand. We are delighted that the Health Minister and his Department have acknowledged that there is genuine need to provide treatment for this group of people,” Dr McGarry said.

Background

What is personality disorder?

A “personality” is the collection of ways that we think, feel and behave that makes each of us an individual. Most of the time, our personality allows us to get on reasonably well with other people but for some people, this isn't true.

 
By the late teens, or early 20s, most people have developed their own personality with distinctive ways of thinking, feeling and behaving. This remains pretty much the same for the rest of their life, although some problems may improve as people get older.

Usually, an individual’s personality allows them to get on reasonably well, if not perfectly, with other people. However, for some people, this doesn't happen and parts of their personality develop in a way that makes it difficult to live with themselves and/or other people. It can be difficult to learn from experience and to change those traits - the unhelpful ways of thinking, feeling and behaving - that cause the problems. Unlike the changes in personality that can be caused by traumatic events, or an injury to the brain, these traits will usually have been noticeable from childhood or early teens.

An individual with a personality disorder may find it difficult to:

· make or keep relationships

· get on with people at work

· get on with friends and family

· keep out of trouble

· control their feelings or behaviour

How common is personality disorder?

There is a lack of research into the extent of personality disorder in Northern Ireland. However, the greater uptake of medication for mental illness compared to other regions of the UK would indicate a likely correlation with a higher incidence of need in Northern Ireland in relation to personality disorder. In Great Britain:

· About 40-70% of people on a psychiatric ward will have a personality disorder.

· 30-40% of psychiatric patients being treated in the community by a psychiatric service will have a personality disorder.

· Around 10-30% of patients who see their general practitioner (GP) will have a personality disorder.

What treatments can help people with personality disorder?

People with personality disorder can be helped through individual or group psychotherapy and sometimes medication.
Psychotherapy may include:

· Counselling – talking and listening.  This depends on a trusting relationship between the counsellor and the person counselled.

· Dynamic psychotherapy – looks at how past experiences affect present behaviour. 

· Cognitive therapy – a way to change unhelpful patterns of thinking.

· Cognitive analytical therapy – a way to recognise and change unhelpful patterns in relationships and behaviour.

· Dialectical behaviour therapy – this uses a combination of cognitive and behavioural therapies, with some techniques from Zen Buddhism.  It involves individual therapy and group therapy. 

· Treatment in a therapeutic community – this is a place where people with long-standing emotional problems can go to (or sometimes stay) for several weeks or months. Most of the work is done in groups. 
Medication may include: 

· Antipsychotic drugs (usually at a low dose) may help if people feel paranoid or are hearing noise or voices

· Antidepressants can help with mood and emotional difficulties, can help people to be less impulsive and aggressive, and can help reduce anxiety. 

· Mood stabilisers can also reduce impulsiveness and aggression. 

The Royal College of Psychiatrists has more information on Personality Disorder at 

http://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/mentalhealthinfoforall/problems/personalitydisorders/pd.aspx
