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A tribute to John Bowlby for the first (and only) 
evolutionary theory in psychiatry and psychotherapy



Behavioural ecology - life history theory
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Life history perspective - behavioural ecology

Belsky, Steinberg & Draper, 1991
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From life-history theory it is known that individuals 
should adjust their risk-taking behaviour to their residual 
reproductive value, that is, their expected future fitness. 
Individuals with relatively high expectations should be 
relatively risk averse, because they have to survive to 
realise those expectations. By the same reasoning, 
individuals with relatively low expectations should be 
relatively risk-prone because they have little to lose.

Wolf et al., 2007



Life history perspective on personality traits

Del Giudice, 2014



Life history perspective on personality traits



‣ Fear of abandonment. 
‣ Unstable and intensive relationships with rapid changes between idealisation 

and derogation. 
‣ Identity disorder. 
‣ Impulsivity (spending money, sexuality, substance abuse, other risk-taking 

behaviours) 
‣ Recurrent suicidal behaviour, threat of committing suicide or self-injurious 

behaviour. 
‣ Emotional instability. 
‣ Feelings of emptiness. 
‣ Inappropriate anger, uncontrolled aggression. 
‣ Stress-dependent paranoid ideation or dissociative symptoms.

Clinical features of Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD)

APA, 2013





Diagnostic heterogeneity of BPD
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Clinical features of Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD)



‣ Lifetime prevalence: 1 - 2 (maybe up to 6) percent of the 
general population (up to 15 percent in clinical samples) 

‣ Female to male ratio: 3 : 1 (?) 

‣ Onset in adolescence or early adulthood 

‣ At least 2/3 experienced childhood abuse and/or neglect 

‣ Comorbid depression is common (80%) 

‣ Contribution of genetics inconclusive

Clinical aspects of Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD)



‣ 7- to 8-fold risk for cardiovascular disease (Moran et al. 
2007) 

‣ elevated risk for diabetes, hypertension, liver disease, 
inflammatory diseases (El-Gabalawy et al. 2010) 

‣ elevated rate of obesity (Sansone & Sansone 2013)

Clinical aspects of Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD)



» 95 women between 18 and 40 years of age, 44 diagnosed 
with BPD. 

» “Pace of life” (Arizona Life History Battery; includes measures 
of executive functioning, quality of kin and friends 
relationships, adult attachment (ECR-R), altruism; 
Figueredo et al., 2007). 

» Allostatic load (syst. BP, diast. BP, waist-to-hip ratio, BMI). 
» Personality dimensions (NEO-FFI; Costa & McCrae, 1992). 
» Childhood adversity (CTQ; German version by Klinitzke et al., 

2012).  
» Experience of chronic stress (Trier Inventory of Chronic 

Stress, TICS; Schulz et al., 2004). 
» Aggression (Buss-Perry Aggression Questionnaire; German 

version by Werner & von Collani, 2004). 
» Borderline Symptom List (Bohus et al., 2009).

Study design

Otto, Kokkelink, Brüne, submitted



ALHB score

Otto, Kokkelink, Brüne, submitted

p < 0.001
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Allostatic load

Otto, Kokkelink, Brüne, submitted
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Big Five (NEO-FFI)

Otto, Kokkelink, Brüne, submitted

all p < 0.001, except 
openness p = 0.024
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Borderline symptom severity, childhood trauma, 
aggression, chronic stress

Otto, Kokkelink, Brüne, submitted

all p < 0.001
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Correlational analyses

Otto, Kokkelink, Brüne, submitted

ALHB Age AL BSL-23 Neurot Extr Open Agree Consc CTQ BPAQ TICS

ALHB

Age -0.106

AL -0.285 .352*

BSL-23 -.795** 0.059 0.264

Neurot -.809** -0.006 .322* .877**

Extr .642** -0.022 -0.085 -.579** -.677**

Open .384** -.430** -0.269 -0.189 -0.148 0.228

Agree .639** -0.142 -.363** -.611** -.691** .437** .294*

Consc .546** 0.105 -0.200 -.516** -.656** .394** 0.158 .607**

CTQ -.765** 0.104 0.170 .665** .664** -.442** -0.167 -.464** -.331*

BPAQ -.744** 0.132 .412** .737** .798** -.471** -.308* -.723** -.642** .607**

TICS -.677** -0.010 .346** .748** .800** -.382** -0.146 -.723** -.654** .578** .775**



Regression analysis: Neuroticism best predictor of “pace of life”

Otto, Kokkelink, Brüne, submitted



Cardiovascular strain

Bansal & Kaliswal, 2013



Cardiovascular strain in BPD

Engemann … & Brüne, in prep.



Take-home message #1

Ecological contingencies during early developmental stages seem to 
have an “imprinting”-like effect on how individuals experience and 
interact with their social environments, and on the way people make 
(unconscious) predictions about what to expect from the future. 
Their expectations may influence the way they choose sexual 
partners and the amount of “investment” in their own children. 

So, through the lens of life history theory, the behaviour of people 
with BPD is consistent with their expectations and dysfunctional 
only by means of context. 



Take-home message #2

A more speculative conclusion could be that therapeutic 
approaches to personality disorders (in particular BPD) might 
include insights from LHT. Specifically, psychodynamic or 
insight-oriented treatments may encourage individuals to 
reflect upon their behaviour taking into account their early 
attachment experiences, exposure to adversity, and how this 
may have shaped their ways of mating and parenting. 
Moreover, insights from LHT and attachment may be 
informative for preventive measures in terms of somatic health.   



Thank you for your attention.


