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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) is characterized by emotional
instability, impulsivity, maladaptive decision-making, and a heightened tendency toward risky
behaviors. The present study aimed to investigate the effects of BPD on risk-taking behaviors and
decision-making styles and to examine the moderating role of tolerance of ambiguity in these
relationships.

Methodology: This cross-sectional descriptive-correlational study was conducted among
individuals diagnosed with BPD who attended psychology clinics in District 16 of Tehran during
2025. Following data screening procedures, data from 84 participants were retained for analysis.
The research instruments included the Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS), McLain’s Tolerance
of Ambiguity Scale (MAT), the General Decision-Making Style Questionnaire (GDMS), and the
Borderline Symptom List-23 (BSL-23). Data were analyzed using path analysis in SmartPLS 4,
and moderation effects were tested through bootstrapping procedures with 5,000 resamples.

Findings: The findings revealed that BPD had significant positive effects on avoidant (3=0.506,
p<0.001), dependent ($=0.301, p=0.009), and spontaneous (p=0.471, p<0.001) decision-making
styles, as well as on risk-taking behaviors ($=0.500, p<0.001). In contrast, BPD exerted a
significant negative effect on rational decision-making (p=-0.261, p=0.005), whereas its
association with intuitive decision-making was not significant. Moderation analyses demonstrated
that the interaction between BPD and tolerance of ambiguity positively predicted rational decision-
making ($=0.283, p<0.001) and significantly weakened the positive association between BPD and
risk-taking behaviors (=-0.133, p=0.039).

Conclusion: BPD is associated with greater engagement in risky behaviors, increased reliance on
maladaptive decision-making styles, and reduced rational decision-making. Tolerance of
ambiguity functions as a protective cognitive resource that buffers the adverse effects of BPD on
rational decision-making and risk-related outcomes. Enhancing ambiguity tolerance may therefore
represent an important therapeutic target for reducing maladaptive behaviors and improving
decision-making processes among individuals with BPD.

Keywords: Tolerance of ambiguity; Borderline personality disorder; Risk-taking behaviors;
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) is recognized
as one of the most complex personality disorders,
characterized by pervasive instability in affect
regulation, interpersonal relationships, self-image, and
impulse control. Individuals with BPD frequently
experience intense emotional fluctuations, heightened
impulsivity, and difficulties in adapting to stressful
situations, all of which contribute to a wide range of
maladaptive outcomes. Recent evidence suggests that
BPD is associated not only with emotional
dysregulation but also with substantial impairments in
cognitive processing, behavioral regulation, and
interpersonal functioning (Mungo et al., 2026; Yu et al.,
2026). Systematic reviews and meta-analytic findings
have further demonstrated that individuals with BPD
often exhibit severe interpersonal difficulties,
dysfunctional social interactions, and persistent
psychosocial impairment, highlighting the broad
impact of the disorder on daily functioning (Yu et al.,
2026).

One of the most prominent manifestations of BPD is
engagement in risky and self-damaging behaviors.
Previous studies have shown that borderline
personality traits are strongly associated with self-
injurious behaviors, impulsive actions, substance
misuse, and various forms of risk-taking tendencies
(Dai et al., 2025; Mohamadpour & Mohammadi, 2024).
Emotional dysregulation has consistently been
identified as a central mechanism underlying these
behaviors, linking emotional instability with
impulsivity and symptom severity (Mungo et al., 2026).
Furthermore, research on high-risk behaviors suggests
that cognitive and emotional vulnerabilities jointly
contribute to maladaptive behavioral outcomes
(Bakhshani, 2013; Manesh, 2026). Consequently,
understanding the factors that influence risky behavior
among individuals with BPD remains a significant
clinical and theoretical challenge.

In addition to emotional factors, decision-making
processes have increasingly attracted scholarly
attention as a key mechanism explaining maladaptive
behaviors. Decision-making styles represent relatively
stable patterns through which individuals process
information and choose among alternatives. Previous
studies have demonstrated that rational, intuitive,
dependent, avoidant, and spontaneous decision-
making styles differ substantially in their
consequences for psychological adjustment and
behavioral outcomes (Hosseini et al., 2023; Valentin &

White, 2025). Cognitive-phenomenological
perspectives indicate that individuals with BPD may
exhibit disruptions in information processing and
reality evaluation, leading to maladaptive decision-
making patterns (Rzadeczka et al., 2026). Moreover,
physiological investigations have shown that
decision-making under risk emerges from a complex
interaction between emotional arousal, threat
evaluation, and cognitive control mechanisms (Crivelli
et al., 2026). These findings suggest that decision-
making styles may play a crucial role in explaining
why individuals with BPD are more vulnerable to
risky behaviors.

Another construct that has received considerable
attention in contemporary psychological research is
tolerance of ambiguity, often conceptualized as an
individual's ability to tolerate uncertainty, incomplete
information, and unpredictable situations. Individuals
with low tolerance of ambiguity tend to perceive
uncertain situations as threatening and respond with
anxiety, avoidance, or impulsive behaviors, whereas
those with higher tolerance of ambiguity demonstrate
greater psychological flexibility and adaptive coping
strategies (Apostol et al., 2026; Gerbaka et al., 2026).
Research has linked intolerance of uncertainty to
anxiety, rumination, health anxiety, future anxiety,
and reduced psychological well-being (Apostol et al.,
2026; Gerbaka et al, 2026; Satici et al, 2025).
Furthermore, intolerance of uncertainty has been
shown to influence self-control, impulsivity, and
behavioral outcomes across diverse populations
(Wang et al., 2025; Zhang et al., 2022).

Although previous studies have separately examined
BPD, decision-making, and tolerance of ambiguity,
limited research has explored how tolerance of
ambiguity may alter the relationship between
borderline personality pathology and maladaptive
behavioral outcomes. Existing studies have primarily
focused on mediating mechanisms such as emotional
regulation, resilience, childhood trauma, and social
support (Elsokkary et al., 2026; Seeger et al., 2022;
Shmouli Selah Cheini & Naseri, 2024). Moreover,
tolerance of ambiguity has largely been investigated
in relation to anxiety disorders, health concerns,
educational contexts, and general psychological well-
being rather than within the context of borderline
personality pathology (Chen & Zeng, 2021; Merlo et al.,
2024; Mohsenabadi et al., 2025). Therefore, the present
study sought to address this gap by examining
whether tolerance of ambiguity moderates the
associations between BPD, risk-taking behaviors, and
decision-making styles.




Methodology

This study employed a descriptive-correlational,
cross-sectional  design. The target population
consisted of individuals diagnosed with Borderline
Personality Disorder who attended psychology clinics
in District 16 of Tehran between September and
December 2025. Participants were selected through
purposive sampling based on diagnostic confirmation
by clinical psychologists. Following data screening
and elimination of incomplete responses, the final
sample consisted of 84 participants.

Data collection involved four standardized
instruments. Borderline personality symptoms were
assessed using the Borderline Symptom List-23
(BSL-23). Risk-taking behaviors were measured
using the Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS).
Tolerance of ambiguity was assessed through
McLain’s Tolerance of Ambiguity Scale (MAT), and
decision-making styles were measured using the
General Decision-Making  Style  Questionnaire
(GDMS), which evaluates rational, intuitive,
dependent, spontaneous, and avoidant decision-
making styles.

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS version 27
for descriptive statistics, SmartPLS version 4 for
structural equation modeling and path analysis, and
JAMOVI version 2.4.14 for moderation analyses.
Bootstrapping procedures with 5,000 resamples were
used to evaluate the significance of path coefficients
and interaction effects. Statistical significance was
established at o. = .05.

Findings

Descriptive analyses indicated moderate levels of
borderline  personality  symptoms,  risk-taking
behaviors, and tolerance of ambiguity among
participants. Correlation analyses revealed that BPD
was positively associated with risk-taking behaviors
and maladaptive decision-making styles, including
avoidant, dependent, and spontaneous styles.
Conversely, BPD was negatively associated with
rational decision-making. Tolerance of ambiguity
showed significant negative correlations with
borderline  personality ~ symptoms,  risk-taking
behaviors, and maladaptive decision-making styles,
while demonstrating a positive association with
rational decision-making.

Structural path analysis demonstrated that BPD had a
significant positive effect on avoidant decision-
making style (B = 0.506, p < .001), dependent
decision-making style (B = 0.301, p = .009),
spontaneous decision-making style (B = 0.471, p <
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.001), and risk-taking behaviors (f = 0.500, p <.001).
In contrast, BPD exerted a significant negative effect
on rational decision-making (B = -0.261, p = .005).
The association between BPD and intuitive decision-
making was not statistically significant.

Tolerance of ambiguity significantly predicted lower
levels of avoidant, dependent, and spontaneous
decision-making styles, as well as reduced risk-taking
behaviors. Additionally, tolerance of ambiguity
positively predicted rational decision-making. No
significant association was observed between
tolerance of ambiguity and intuitive decision-making.

Moderation analyses revealed that the interaction
between BPD and tolerance of ambiguity significantly
predicted rational decision-making (B = 0.283, p <
.001). Specifically, higher levels of tolerance of
ambiguity attenuated the negative impact of BPD on
rational decision-making. Similarly, the interaction
between BPD and tolerance of ambiguity significantly
predicted risk-taking behaviors (f = -0.133, p =.039),
indicating that greater tolerance of ambiguity
weakened the positive association between BPD and
risky behaviors. However, moderation effects were
not significant for avoidant, dependent, spontaneous,
or intuitive decision-making styles.

Model evaluation indices suggested acceptable
reliability, convergent validity, and predictive power.
The structural model demonstrated moderate to strong
explanatory capacity for most endogenous variables,
particularly spontaneous decision-making, avoidant
decision-making, rational decision-making, and risk-
taking behaviors.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that Borderline Personality
Disorder is strongly associated with maladaptive
decision-making patterns and elevated engagement in
risky behaviors. Individuals with greater borderline
symptomatology were more likely to rely on avoidant,
dependent, and spontaneous decision-making styles
while exhibiting lower levels of rational decision-
making. These findings suggest that cognitive
decision-making deficits may represent an important
pathway through which emotional instability
contributes to maladaptive behavioral outcomes.

The study also highlights the importance of tolerance
of ambiguity as a protective psychological resource.
Individuals who demonstrated greater tolerance of
ambiguous and uncertain situations reported fewer
risky behaviors, lower reliance on maladaptive
decision-making styles, and greater use of rational
decision-making processes. These findings support
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the notion that the ability to tolerate uncertainty
enhances cognitive flexibility and promotes adaptive
responses in challenging situations.

Most importantly, tolerance of ambiguity functioned
as a significant moderator in the relationship between
BPD and both rational decision-making and risk-
taking behaviors. Individuals with higher tolerance of
ambiguity appeared less vulnerable to the detrimental
cognitive and behavioral consequences of borderline
personality pathology. Even when borderline
symptoms were present, greater ambiguity tolerance
weakened the tendency toward irrational decision-
making and reduced engagement in risky behaviors.
This suggests that tolerance of ambiguity may operate
as a psychological buffer that protects individuals
from  translating emotional instability into
maladaptive actions.

From a clinical perspective, these findings emphasize
the potential value of incorporating ambiguity-
tolerance training into psychological interventions for
individuals with BPD. Enhancing the capacity to cope

with uncertainty may improve decision-making
quality, strengthen cognitive control, and reduce
impulsive and risky behaviors. Such interventions
may complement existing approaches that focus
primarily on emotional regulation and interpersonal
functioning.

In conclusion, Borderline Personality Disorder is
associated with increased risk-taking behaviors and
maladaptive decision-making styles, while tolerance
of ambiguity serves as an important protective factor
that mitigates these negative outcomes. Strengthening
tolerance of ambiguity may contribute to healthier
decision-making processes and reduce behavioral
vulnerability among individuals with borderline
personality pathology. These findings provide a
valuable framework for future research and
intervention development aimed at improving
cognitive and behavioral functioning in clinical
populations characterized by emotional instability and
impulsivity.
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