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Personality disorders comprise a wide variety of subtypes, as described below, 
and the severity of the disorder may also vary widely. Thus, in some cases, 
gainful employment is appropriate more so than in others. 
 
According to The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Third 
Edition, personality disorders are defined as inflexible and maladaptive patterns 
of behavior of sufficient severity to cause either significant impairment in adaptive 
functioning or subjective distress. The diagnosis of personality disorder should be 
made only when the primary features of the disorder are typical of the patient's 
long-term functioning, rather than limited to discrete episodes of aberrant 
behavior. The specific subtypes of personality disorder include the schizoid, 
avoidant, schizotypal, histrionic, narcissistic, anti-social, paranoid, and borderline 
personality disorders. 
 
Paranoid Personality Disorders 
 
The distinguishing feature of a paranoid personality disorder is pervasive and 
unwarranted mistrust and suspiciousness of others. 
 
Additional features include perceptual oversensitivity and constricted affect. 
Paranoid individuals may appear reserved, detached, and cold. Additional 
descriptive terms include capable, hostile, stubborn, defensive, and rigid. They 
frequently develop untrue conceptions of the world around them and tend to be 
selective in their perceptions so as to use the environment to confirm beliefs 
already held. 
 
Persons with paranoid personality disorders are frequently argumentative and 
are prone to overreact to various situations. They tend to perceive many stimuli 
as threatening and have difficulty accepting occupational difficulties are common 
with this subtype. Paranoid individuals typically find it difficult to relate to authority 
figures or co-workers. In severe instances, all relationships with others are 
seriously impaired and disrupted. 
 
Schizoid and Schizotypal Personality Disorders 
 
The distinguishing feature of the schizoid personality is a defect in the capacity to 
perform social relations. This is associated with an absence of positive social 
relations and an indifference to praise, criticism, and the feelings of others. 
Persons with this disorder show little or no desire for social relations and are 
usually "loners" with few, if any, close friends. 
 
Persons with schizoid or schizotypal disorders usually appear withdrawn, 
seclusive, and reserved. They tend to pursue solitary interests or avocations. 
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They are perceived by others as humorless, dull, and devoid of appropriate 
affect. They are often unable to express anger or hostility and are likely to be 
indecisive, absentminded, and detached from their environment. 
 
Social isolation, which is a distinguishing feature of a schizotypal disorder, is 
usually joined by oddities of thought, perception, speech, and behavior. The 
extent of these oddities is, however, insufficient to meet the criteria for the 
psychotic classification of schizophrenia. 
 
Due to the combination of odd behavior and social withdrawal, those with 
schizoid or schizotypal disorders often have difficulty in making satisfactory 
occupational adjustments. Frequently, appropriate work environments are those 
in which interpersonal contact is kept to a minimum. 
 
Histrionic Personality Disorders 
 
In this subtype of personality disorder, behavior tends to be overdramatic, 
reactive, and intense in its expression. The individual with a histrionic personality 
disorder usually has difficulties in interpersonal relations. 
 
Superficially, the histrionic personality may seem lively, dramatic, and able to 
attract attention. He or she will tend to crave stimulation, excitement, and novelty, 
while becoming easily bored with repetitive routines. However, minor stimulation 
may give rise to emotional reactivity, including irrational angry outbursts or tan-
trums. Individuals of this type are frequently friendly and outgoing, forming 
friendships easily, although it is rare for friendships to be sustained over time. 
The behavior of a person with a histrionic personality disorder, on closer 
acquaintance, is typically viewed as inconsiderate, manipulative, and egocentric. 
The individual may make frequent demands for reassurance due to feelings of 
helplessness and dependency. Vague somatic complaints occur with some 
frequency. 
 
The histrionic personality often has difficulty adjusting to vocational settings. He 
or she is commonly attracted to occupations, which are artistically oriented and 
involve creativity. However, the somatic complaints and difficulties in 
interpersonal relations typically disrupt stable employment and may involve 
considerable conflict and friction within the work setting. 
 
Antisocial Personality Disorders 
 
The primary distinguishing feature of this subtype is a history of chronic and 
highly repetitive anti-social behavior involving violation of the rights of others. 
Such behavior usually begins in childhood and tends to persist through 
adulthood, at least to the middle years.  
 
Associated behaviors include aggressiveness, promiscuity, substance abuse, 
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constant lying, unreliability, lack of responsibility, and lack of development of a 
conscience. The antisocial personality type also tends to derrogate authority and 
is often in trouble with legal authorities. Not uncommonly, he or she will have 
served time in penal institutions. 
 
Anti-social personality types are frequently described as above average in 
intelligence, witty, and charming. They tend to establish interpersonal 
relationships rapidly. With closer acquaintance, however, the underlying 
irresponsibility and associated behaviors as described above tend to impede 
relationships. These individuals usually have difficulty sustaining interpersonal 
relations over long periods. 
 
Individuals of this personality type typically do not sustain good job performance, 
particularly when considered over time, due to their unreliability, irresponsibility, 
and tendency to get into interpersonal difficulties with others. 
 
Borderline Personality Disorders 
 
The distinguishing feature of the borderline personality disorder is the presence 
of instability in a number of areas. Typically, the areas of instability include 
interpersonal relations, mood, and self-image. 
 
Interpersonal relations for this subtype are often intense and unstable, 
characterized by shifting attitudes over time. There may be impulsivity and 
unpredictable behavior, some of which may be potentially self-damaging. Mood 
is typically unstable and may shift from normal to dysphoric, or it may involve 
intense and inappropriate anger or lack of control over hostility. Identity 
disturbance may be present and manifested in uncertainty about a number of 
issues relating to identity, such as gender identity, self-image, or long-term 
values and goals. 
 
Many of the above described behaviors are, of course, exceedingly disruptive to 
function in any work setting. Accordingly, individuals of this subtype may show 
considerable vocational impairment. 
 
Avoidant Personality Disorders 
 
The hallmark of this subtype consists of hypersensitivity to actual or potential 
rejection with associated unwillingness to enter into relationships with others 
unless there are strong guarantees of uncritical acceptance. This subtype is quite 
withdrawn socially despite strong desires for affection and acceptance. Low self-
esteem is also characteristic. 
 
It is notable that, in contrast to those with schizoid personality disorders, persons 
with avoidant personality disorders tend to have a strong desire for social 
relations and are distressed by their inability to relate comfortably to others. 



  Personality Disorders 4 

 
As the hallmark of this subtype is impairment in social relations, this is a clear 
indication of occupational function difficulties, particularly in work settings where 
interpersonal involvement with others is required. It is often desirable for this 
subtype to seek employment in a setting where the interpersonal demands are 
quite low. 
 
Passive Aggressive Personality Disorders 
 
The essential feature of this subtype is resistance to demands for adequate 
performance, involving both social and occupational functioning. The resistance 
to demands is usually expressed indirectly rather than through direct means. 
Thus, typical behavior patterns involving indirect resistance may be observed in 
such maneuvers as dawdling, procrastination, stubbornness, intentional in-
efficiency, and forgetfulness. 
 
Specific examples of passive aggressive behavior would include always being 
late for appointments, failing to make proper arrangements for events despite 
promises to do so, and "forgetting" to bring important documents to meetings. All 
of these acts show a passive resistance to demands made by others. 
 
This type of behavior is, of course, quite disruptive to events occurring in a work 
setting. Accordingly, individuals of this subtype display considerable difficulty in 
the maintenance of gainful employment and often subvert the demands of 
superiors. 
 
Compulsive Personality Disorders  
 
In this subtype, the primary presenting features revolve about perfectionism, 
which interferes with the ability to see the overall picture due to absorption in 
minor detail. Other features include excessive devotion to work with 
corresponding exclusion of pleasure, indecisiveness, and an inability to express 
positive or tender emotions. Finally, the compulsive personality tends to insist 
that others submit to his or her way of doing things. 
 
In a vocational setting, the compulsive personality typically exhibits a 
preoccupation with rules, trivial details, procedures, and form, which tends to 
hamper his or her effectiveness and the efficiency of the organization. This type 
of disorder can be quite incapacitating, both to the afflicted individual and to co-
workers. 
 
Works Cited  
 

• American Psychiatric Association, (1979). Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders-Third Edition. Author.  

 


