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Self-esteem, the global attitude towards one's self, is low in persons with borderline personality disorder (BPD). 
This may be partially due to the ways these persons protect or enhance the self. A case in point is self-positivity, 
the association of positive rather than negative events, experiences, and objects with the self. Self-esteem and 
self-positivity may result from either conscious or non-conscious processes. We examined whether low self­
esteem is related to low self-positivity in BPD, and whether their covariation is contingent upon conscious 
processing. 

1. Introduction 

We assessed explicit self-esteem via self-report (Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale) and implicit self-esteem via the 
Initial Preference Task in women with BPD and healthy control women. We assessed self-positivity in a self­
referential processing task, in which participants rated the valence of positive, neutral, and negative nouns1 and 
later recalled them. We manipulated referential context via supraliminal or subliminal priming of self-reference, 
other-reference, or no reference. Explicit and implicit self-esteem were lower in the BPD group than in the 
healthy control group. Participants with BPD rated self-referential words less positively, when primes were 
presented supraliminally. Less positive and slower ratings of positive self-referential words were associated with 
lower explicit, but not implicit, self-esteem in the BPD group. 

Identity disturbances are one of the core symptom domains of 

borderline personality disorder (BPD), comprising an unstable self­

concept and high self-criticism (see dimensional model of DSM-5; 

American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Self-esteem, a global attitude 

or feeling towards one's self (Rosenberg, 1979; Sedikides & Gregg, 
2003)1 is also very low in persons with BPD (Bungert et al., 2015i 
Lynum, Wilberg, & Karterud, 2008; Roepke et al., 2011). Albeit clini­

cally relevant, studies on mechanisms underlying low self-esteem in 

BPD are sparse (for a review, see Winter, Bohus, & Lis, 2017). Social 

psychological research has established that people engage in self-en­

hancing or self-protective processing of self-relevant information, 

which is in the service of self-esteem (Sedikides & Gregg, 2008; 

Sedikides, Gaertner, & Cai, 2015; Sedikides, Green, Saunders, 

Skowronski, & Zengel, 2016). Recent empirical evidence provided first 

hints that such processing may take a different form in persons with 
BPD compared to healthy control participants (HC; Auerbach et al., 

2016; Winter et al., 2015). In particular, self-positivity, defined as po­

sitive evaluation of self-related objects, events, experiences or traits, 
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