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Personality Development Disorder: Early Signs of Growth

Personality development disorder is a concept which is currently discussed in Europe (e.g. in
Germany: Adam & Breithaupt-Peters, 2010). Personality development disorder is considered to be
a childhood risk factor or early stage of a later personality disorder in adulthood. The term
personality development disorder is used to emphasize the changes in personality development
which might still take place and the open outcome during development. DSM-1V allows the
diagnosis of personality disorders in children and adolescents only as an exception.

Adults usually show personality patterns over a long duration of time. Children and adolescents
however still show marked changes in personality development. Some of these children and
adolescents have a hard time developing their personalities in an ordinary way. DSM-IV states, for
example, that children and adolescents are at higher risk to develop an antisocial personality
disorder if they showed signs of conduct disorder and attention deficit disorder before the age of
10. This lead Adam & Breithaupt-Peters (2010) to the idea that these children and adolescents
need to be looked at more carefully. The therapy which these children and adolescents need might
be more intense and maybe even different from looking at the disorders traditionally. The concept
of personality development disorders also focuses on the severity of the disorder and the poor
prognosis. An early diagnosis might help to get the right treatment at an early stage and thus might
help to prevent a personality disorder outcome in adulthood.

Description

Similar to the adult diagnosis personality disorder these children display enduring patterns of inner
experience and behavior deviating markedly from the expectations of the individual's culture.
These patterns are inflexible and pervasive across a broad range of personal and social situations,
lead to clinically significant distress or impairment in social, occupational or other important areas
of functioning and they are stable and of long duration (more than a year).

The term personality development disorder (Personlichkeitsentwicklungsstérung) was first used in
German by Spiel & Spiel (1987). Adam & Breithaupt-Peters (2010) adapted the term to a more
modern concept and suggested the following definition.

Definition Personality Development Disorder

According to Adam und Breithaupt-Peters personality development disorders are defined as
complex disorders

which show similarity to a certain type of personality disorder in adulthood

which persist over a long period of time (more than a year) and show a tendency towards being
chronic

which have a severe negative impact on more than one important area of functioning or social life
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which show resistance to traditional educational and therapeutic treatment methods

which result in a reduced insight into or ignorance of the own problem behavior. The family usually
suffers more than the child or adolescent and has a hard time dealing with the diminished
introspection.

which make positive interactions between the children/adolescents and other people merely
impossible. Instead social collisions are part of every day life.

which threaten the social integration of the young person into a social life and might result into an
emotional disability.

Etiology and Diagnosis

Similar to adult personality disorders there are multiple causes and causal interactions for
personality development disorders. In clinical practice it is important to view the disorder multi-
perspectively and from an individual perspective. Biological and neurological causes need to be
observed just as much as psychosocial factors. Looking at the disorder from only one perspective
(e.g. (s)he had a bad childhood) often results in ignorance of important other factors or causal
interactions. This might be one of the main reasons why traditional treatment methods often fail
with these disorders. Only a multi-perspective view can provide for a multi-dimensional treatment
approach which seems to be the key for these disorders.

The diagnosis personality development disorder should only be given carefully and after a longer
period of evaluation. Also a thorough diagnostic evaluation is necessary. Parents should be
guestioned separately and together with the child or adolescent to evaluate the severity and
duration of the problems. In addition standardized personality tests might be helpful. It is also
useful to ask the family what treatment approaches they have already tried so far without success.

Treatment

Personality development disorders usually need a complex and multi-dimensional treatment
approach (Adam & Breithaupt-Peters, 2010). Since the problems are complex, treatment needs to
affect the conditions in all impaired functional and social areas. Both educational and therapeutic
methods are helpful and problem and strength based approaches work hand in hand. Parents
need to be included as well as the school environment. Treatment methods need to be flexible and
adjustable to the individual situation. Even elements of social work can be helpful when supporting
the families and in some cases medication might be necessary. When suicidal behaviors or self-
injuries are prominent treatment might best be done in a hospital.

For some personality development disorders (e.g. Borderline disorder) treatment methods from
adults can be adapted (e.g. dialectical behavior therapy, Miller et a., 2006).
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