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Abstract 

 

Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) is characterized by pervasive affective instability 

and emotion dysregulation. This paper introduces the Core Emotion Framework (CEF), a 

structural‑constructivist model integrating affective neuroscience, embodied cognition, 

and strategic emotional regulation. CEF conceptualizes psychopathology as Emotional 

Rigidity—maladaptive fusion of core emotions—contrasted with the therapeutic goal of 

Emotional Flexibility. The framework is critically compared with empirically validated 

treatments, Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) and Schema Therapy (ST), highlighting 
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mechanistic differences: DBT targets behavioral skill deficits, ST addresses maladaptive 

schemas, while CEF intervenes at the moment‑to‑moment construction of emotion via 

conceptual restructuring, predictive updating, and detangling techniques. The analysis 

underscores CEF’s theoretical promise in addressing BPD’s hypersensitivity and 

relational instability, while emphasizing the primacy of established treatments until 

empirical validation is achieved. Recommendations include cautious integration of CEF 

concepts into psychoeducation and a phased open‑science research agenda for scale 

validation, efficacy trials, and protocol development. 

Keywords: Borderline Personality Disorder, Emotion Dysregulation, Core Emotion 

Framework, Dialectical Behavior Therapy, Schema Therapy, Emotional Rigidity, Open 

Science 

 

 

 

I. Executive Synthesis: The Core Emotion Framework 

and BPD Applicability 

 

1.1. Introduction to the Core Emotion Framework (CEF): A Structural-

Constructivist Hypothesis 

 

The Core Emotion Framework (CEF) is introduced as a novel theoretical model designed 

to facilitate "Optimized Functioning" through a rigorous, multi-modal synthesis. This 

framework integrates three distinct yet interconnected scientific disciplines: Affective 

Neuroscience, Embodied Cognition, and Strategic Emotional Regulation. The ambitious 

scope of CEF positions it as a sophisticated, neurobiologically-informed model intended 

for transdiagnostic application in emotional management. 

At its theoretical heart, CEF aligns itself with the structural-constructivist view of 

emotion.1 This viewpoint fundamentally challenges traditional Basic Emotion Theories 3, 

which postulate that emotions are innate and fixed categories.3 Instead, CEF posits that 



emotional experiences are constructed psychological events.4 This process of 

construction requires two fundamental ingredients: a continuous, dimensional feeling 

state known as Core Affect 5, and the application of accessible Conceptual Knowledge.4 

The constructivist approach suggests that emotional states emerge from the interaction 

between brain functional networks, which relate to general, continuous affective 

categories.6 

The framework posits a vocabulary of ten primal, universal Core Emotions that serve as 

the building blocks of personality, organized into a detailed Tri-Centric Structure (Figure 

1): 

 

Figure 1: Mapping of CEF core emotions throughout head heart and gut centers 

Note: Sensing (right brain) precedes Calculating (left brain)—hence the right-to-left flow. 



 

● Functional Centers (Rows): The ten Core Emotions are organized into three physical 

centers of the psyche (Head, Heart, Gut). 

● Dynamic Roles (Columns): The emotions are mapped across three dynamic 

columns that describe their functional role: Reflecting / Analysis (Calculating, 

Constricting, Appreciating), Outgoing / Initiation (Sensing, Expanding, Arranging), 

and Balancing / Commitment (Deciding, Achieving, Boosting / Accepting). 

● Integrating Core: The final core emotion, Accepting, is located in the Balancing / 

Commitment column of the Gut Center alongside Boosting, representing its role as 

the capacity to let go and yield to the natural flow of life. 

The observable emotions and character traits we experience daily—termed "practical 

traits"—are composite states constructed from combinations of these ten Core 

Emotions. 

 

1.2. Preliminary Clinical Relevance for Borderline Personality Disorder 

(BPD) 

 

Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) is defined by a pervasive, long-term pattern of 

instability, characterized by intense emotional outbursts and significant difficulties in 

regulating emotions (emotion dysregulation, or ED).7 Given that emotion dysregulation 

is considered to lie at the core of the disorder 7, a framework specifically focused on 

Strategic Emotional Regulation inherently holds high theoretical potential for clinical 

application in BPD. 

The CEF framework provides a theoretical lens for explaining BPD pathology through a 

failure of adaptive conceptualization.4 In this model, the intense emotional suffering is a 

direct consequence of the brain's rigid or faulty predictive model (allostasis) applying a 

harmful concept to a neutral or moderate bodily state. 

 

 



II. Borderline Personality Disorder: Pathophysiology and 

the Imperative for Advanced Regulation Models 

 

2.1. Symptom Profile and Prevalence of BPD 

 

Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD), sometimes referred to as Emotionally Unstable 

Personality Disorder (EUPD) 10, is a severe, long-term mental disorder present in 1–3% 

of the general population.8 It is the most commonly diagnosed personality disorder, 

present in 10% of patients in outpatient settings.8 

The disorder is characterized by a pervasive instability across several critical domains, 

including interpersonal relationships, self-image, and affective experience.10 Individuals 

with BPD exhibit acute fears of abandonment, chronic feelings of emptiness, and 

frequent, intense emotional outbursts.10 This emotional turmoil often manifests in 

impulsive and risky behaviors, inappropriate anger, dissociation, and recurrent suicidal 

and self-harming behaviors.10 Studies estimate that up to 10% of individuals with BPD 

die by suicide, highlighting the severity and clinical urgency associated with the 

disorder.10 

 

2.2. The Biosocial Model and Components of Emotion Dysregulation 

(ED) 

 

Although BPD is often conceptualized as a disorder of generalized dysregulation, the 

prevailing literature confirms that emotion dysregulation (ED) lies at the core of the 

disorder.8 Emotion dysregulation is the inability to flexibly respond to and manage 

emotions.8 

The biosocial model, which underpins established treatments like DBT, conceptualizes 

this ED as consisting of four interacting components 8: 



1. Emotion Sensitivity: Affective responses are rapidly activated and triggered at a 

low threshold. 

2. Heightened and Labile Negative Affect: Emotions are experienced with extreme 

intensity and rapid fluctuation (affective instability). 

3. Deficit of Appropriate Regulation Strategies: A lack of effective, adaptive coping 

skills to manage intense emotions. 

4. Surplus of Maladaptive Regulation Strategies: A high frequency of harmful, 

distress-avoidant behaviors, such as self-harm or substance misuse.8 

 

2.3. Theoretical Fit: How CEF Concepts Map onto BPD 

Psychopathology 

 

The Core Emotion Framework’s structural-constructivist principles align highly 

specifically with the observed emotional phenomenology of BPD. 

First, the BPD experience of pervasive, intense, and often confusing negative affect 

aligns strongly with a failure of adaptive conceptualization.4 If core affect is simply high-

arousal and unpleasant, the categorization act dictates the resultant discrete emotion.4 

Structural Comparison: BPD vs. Covert Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD) 

The common structural failure between BPD and Covert NPD is a constricted, rigid Ego 

(Achieving) that prevents the healthy Achieving function from fully engaging. The 

rigidity of this Ego is reinforced by other defensive Core Emotions. 

The crucial difference lies in the primary cognitive input that drives vulnerability: 

● Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD): The disorder's vulnerability is primarily 

driven by a stronger, overwhelmed Sensing Core Emotion (Outgoing/Initiation). This 

heightens the emotional sensitivity 8, leading to profound affective lability and 

highly reactive external instability. 

● Covert NPD: The disorder's vulnerability is driven by a stronger Calculating Core 

Emotion (Reflecting/Analysis). This leads to a more contained, strategic, and 

resentment-driven instability, where shame is converted into passive-aggressive 



rumination rather than explosive external acts. 

The CEF's concept of Emotional Rigidity is proposed as the central pathological agent. 

This rigidity causes the normally fluid Core Emotions to become pathologically fused 

into fixed, dysfunctional "practical traits". 

A core BPD feature, pervasive shame, is specifically deconstructed within CEF as a 

composite trait: a rigid fusion of Sensing (hyper-awareness of being negatively 

perceived) and Accepting (-submission) (submission to that perceived judgment). 

Clinical research confirms the crucial role of pervasive feelings of shame rooted in 

childhood trauma in the development of identity disturbance in BPD.11 

Furthermore, the continuous self-perpetuating nature of BPD symptoms is theoretically 

captured by CEF's concept of "The Wheel." This model describes a vicious cycle where a 

deep-seated anxiety (from suppressed non-dominant Core Emotions) is compulsively 

countered by a dysfunctional "solution"—a rigid reaction that reinforces the 

pathologically fused Core Emotions. 

 

 

III. The Core Emotion Framework (CEF): Detailed 

Theoretical Synthesis 

 

3.1. Affective Neuroscience and Allostasis 

 

The Core Emotion Framework establishes its foundation by adopting advanced concepts 

from affective neuroscience, particularly the Theory of Constructed Emotion (TCE). This 

framework assumes that the brain's central mission is the predictive regulation of the 

body, a process known as allostasis. 

Emotional experience is rooted in interoception (the sensing of the internal state of the 

body). The dimensional feeling states of Core Affect—defined by valence 

(pleasure/displeasure) and arousal (intensity)—are the subjective manifestations of the 



brain’s ongoing allostatic predictions.5 This process is predictive: the brain anticipates 

bodily needs and signals, constructing the world based on its internal model. 

 

3.2. Embodied Cognition: The Body as a Modulatory System 

 

CEF explicitly incorporates the principle of Embodied Cognition.1 This theory posits that 

cognition and psychological processes are not solely abstract computations isolated 

within the brain, but a dynamic system that emerges through continuous bodily 

interaction with the physical, social, and cultural environment.13 Evolutionary 

psychologists view emotion itself as an important self-regulatory aspect of embodied 

cognition, driving adaptive behavior towards goal-relevant action.12 

This integration suggests that emotional processing pathways are fundamentally linked 

to sensorimotor systems.4 Cross-disciplinary evidence confirms that expressive 

movement reorganizes emotional processing pathways 6, and physical activity facilitates 

cognitive flexibility.13 

The incorporation of embodiment provides CEF with a specific intervention point: 

utilizing direct sensorimotor inputs to modulate the underlying core affective state 

before the conceptual act occurs. By altering the physiological inputs, CEF aims to 

provide the brain with a novel signal, allowing for the construction of a different, more 

adaptive emotional experience.6 

 

3.3. Mechanisms of Strategic Emotional Regulation in CEF 

 

Strategic Emotional Regulation refers to the deliberate capacity to influence and 

optimize the emotional construction process. The primary therapeutic objective of the 

CEF is to replace Emotional Rigidity with Emotional Flexibility. This regulatory function 

is achieved through two primary constructivist mechanisms: 

1. Conceptual Restructuring/Recategorization: Applying alternate emotional 



concepts or labels to the continuous core affective state.14 This shift in 

categorization fundamentally alters the resulting conscious emotional experience 

and the subsequent behavioral response.14 

2. Predictive Updating: Utilizing new, corrective experiences to update the brain's 

allostatic prediction model. This mechanism increases psychological flexibility and 

reduces the pre-emptive generation of defensive core affect. 

The core method used to achieve this shift is Detangling, the ultimate goal of the CEF 

exercises. Detangling is the process of separating pathologically fused Core Emotions so 

they can function independently. The creation of Emotional Flexibility via the 

modulation technique (counting up and down on a core emotion scale) is designed as a 

universal intervention that benefits all individuals, regardless of diagnosis. 

This process occurs in three stages: 

● Intellectual Differentiation: Learning to conceptually distinguish between the fused 

emotions. 

● Experiential Isolation: Practicing the activation of each Core Emotion 

independently through targeted exercises. 

● Flexible Re-synthesis: Gaining the capacity to consciously and adaptively combine 

the liberated Core Emotions. 

 

3.4. Theoretical Comparison Table (CEF vs. Foundational Models) 

 

The following table (Table 1) synthesizes the epistemological differences between the 

models. 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 1: Comparison of Core Affect and Emotion Construction Models 

 

Model Core Affect Status Emotion 

Definition 

Mechanism of 

Dysregulation 

(Pathology) 

Basic Emotion 

Theory 

(Locationist) 

Discrete, innate 

emotional 

programs (e.g., 

Fear, Anger) 3 

Innate, fixed, 

triggered events 3 

Failure of top-

down inhibition or 

exaggerated 

innate response 2 

Core Emotion 

Framework (CEF) / 

Psychological 

Constructionism 

Dimensional 

(Valence/Arousal), 

continuous 'core 

affect' 5 

Constructed 

moment-to-

moment from 

core affect and 

conceptual 

knowledge 4 

Maladaptive 

predictive 

processing 

(allostasis) and 

Emotional Rigidity 

(rigid conceptual 

categorization) 

 

 

IV. Established Therapeutic Modalities for BPD: DBT and 

Schema Therapy 

 

The evaluation of CEF’s potential must occur in the context of therapies that have 

already achieved the status of empirically-validated treatments (EVTs) for BPD. 

 

4.1. Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT): The Skills-Based Standard 

 



DBT is an empirically validated treatment 15 that assumes BPD is a disorder of the 

emotion regulation system.16 It is rooted in the biosocial model 8 and emphasizes 

emotion regulation skills acquisition in reducing suicidal and self-destructive 

behaviors.15 DBT directly focuses on the acquisition of emotion regulation skills.16 

The four core skill sets taught in DBT are 17: 

1. Mindfulness: Being fully aware and focused in the present. 

2. Distress Tolerance: Managing emotions in difficult or stressful situations without 

responding with harmful behaviors. 

3. Emotion Regulation: Understanding, being more aware of, and having more control 

over emotions. 

4. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Understanding how to ask for what you want and 

need and setting boundaries while maintaining self-respect. 

DBT assumes that improved skills and skills use will result in better emotion 

regulation.16 

 

4.2. Schema Therapy (ST): The Developmental and Experiential 

Approach 

 

Schema Therapy (ST) is an integrative model that combines elements from cognitive 

behavior therapy (CBT), attachment theory, Gestalt therapy, and psychodynamic 

perspectives.18 ST is designed to address the root causes of BPD—deeply embedded 

early maladaptive schemas formed during childhood emotional deprivation and 

traumatic relationships.18 

ST’s primary therapeutic goal is to reorganize the patient’s inner psychological structure 

by targeting maladaptive schemas and their resulting Schema Modes (e.g., the 

Vulnerable Child Mode, the Punitive Parent Mode, the Detached Protector Mode).19 

The core mechanisms of change used in ST are 18: 

1. Limited Reparenting: Providing a corrective emotional experience within the 



therapeutic relationship.19 

2. Experiential Imagery and Dialogue Work: Using techniques like Imagery 

Rescripting and Chair Work to access and process unprocessed psychological 

traumas and integrate fragmented identity parts.18 

3. Structural Shift: Addressing problems in emotion regulation, which are seen as a 

consequence of emotional avoidance and dysfunctional meta-cognitive schemas 

about the meaning of emotions.18 ST assumes regulation improves once these 

underlying structural problems are addressed.18 

 

4.3. Comparison of Existing EBTs (DBT vs. ST) 

 

Both DBT and ST have demonstrated strong empirical effectiveness for BPD 12, with one 

study suggesting both interventions can almost equally reduce maladaptive and 

increase adaptive emotional self-regulation.20 However, DBT operates primarily on the 

level of present-moment behavioral control and competence 12, while ST operates on 

the level of historical causation and structural, emotional healing.19 

 

 

V. Mechanistic Comparison: CEF vs. DBT and Schema 

Therapy for BPD 

 

5.1. Divergence in Theoretical Targets for Emotional Change 

 

A mechanistic comparison reveals how CEF targets the process of emotional generation 

itself, contrasting with the focus of DBT and ST: 

● DBT Focus: The primary target is the output of emotion dysregulation (impulsive 

behaviors) and skill deficits. DBT intervenes at the stage of the behavioral 



response.12 

● ST Focus: The target is the historical origin of the patient's emotional landscape—

the early maladaptive schemas and mode structure. ST intervenes at the structural 

level of meaning-making patterns.19 

● CEF Focus: The target is the instantaneous process of emotional generation—the 

conceptual act that transforms undifferentiated core affect into a discrete, felt 

emotion.4 CEF intervenes at the level of neurological prediction (allostasis) and 

internal categorization, aiming to replace Emotional Rigidity with Emotional 

Flexibility. 

 

5.2. Therapeutic Mechanisms: Detangling and Flexibility 

 

The CEF's primary mechanism, Detangling, provides a specific pathway for structural 

change that differs from the primary techniques of EBTs: 

● DBT utilizes skills (e.g., Distress Tolerance) to manage intense emotions.17 

● ST uses experiential techniques (e.g., Imagery Rescripting) to access and process the 

emotional pain fueling rigid schemas.19 

● CEF (Proposed) utilizes Detangling, which involves Intellectual Differentiation and 

Experiential Isolation of the Core Emotions, leading to the capacity for Flexible Re-

synthesis. The creation of flexibility through this method is posited as a universal 

benefit for all individuals, irrespective of diagnosis. 

 

5.3. The Foundational Polarity: Agency and Yielding 

 

The CEF emphasizes mastery of the polarity between Agency (drive for self-assertion 

and control) and Yielding (drive for connection and surrender) as central to 

psychological health. This goal of flexible integration directly addresses the profound 

affective and relational instability in BPD, which often involves rigid oscillation between 

extremes of assertiveness and submission. 



 

5.4. The Role of the Body and Embodied Regulation 

 

The explicit integration of Embodied Cognition6 within CEF provides a mechanistic 

rationale for body-based intervention that surpasses the pragmatic behavioral use of 

skills in DBT: 

● DBT employs techniques (like TIPP) that manipulate physiology for crisis control.17 

● CEF (Proposed) utilizes Assigned Actions and Targeted Actions—performing 

specific physical exercises that correspond to and strengthen each of the ten Core 

Emotions—to deliberately alter the internal interoceptive signal (core affect). By 

altering sensorimotor inputs, the system is forced to update the allostatic model 

and construct a non-crisis emotional category.6 

 

5.5. Comparison of Change Mechanisms and Techniques 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Table 2: A comparison between CEF and known established models in approaching BPD 

 

Therapy Theoretical 

Model of 

Pathology 

Core Target Primary 

Mechanism of 

Change 

BPD 

Focus/Adaptati

on 

Source Citation 

Transference-

Focused 

Psychotherapy 

(TFP) 

Identity 

Diffusion 

(Splitting of 

self/object 

representations

) 

Content of 

disintegrated 

self/other 

representations 

Integration of 

idealized and 

devalued 

representations 

via transference 

analysis. 

Utilizing the 

therapeutic 

relationship to 

integrate 

fractured self-

image. 

2 

Schema Mode 

Therapy (SMT) 

Early 

Maladaptive 

Schemas (EMS) 

and 

Maladaptive 

Coping Modes 

Maladaptive 

schema modes 

(e.g., Angry 

Child) 

Schema healing; 

meeting core 

emotional 

needs; 

promoting the 

Healthy Adult 

mode. 

Processing 

emotional pain; 

developing 

adaptive anger 

expression. 

18 

Dialectical 

Behavior 

Therapy (DBT) 

Disorder of the 

Emotion 

Regulation 

System 

Behavioral skill 

deficits 

(Mindfulness, 

Distress 

Tolerance) 

Acquisition of 

new cognitive 

and behavioral 

skills; 

management of 

crisis situations. 

Directly 

improving 

emotion 

regulation and 

impulse control. 

16 

Core Emotion 

Framework 

(CEF) 

(Proposed) 

Structural 

Emotional 

Rigidity 

(Maladaptive 

fusion/inhibitio

n of core 

affective 

systems) 

Structural 

organization of 

core emotional 

systems; 

emotional 

tolerance. 

Restructuring 

systems for 

adaptive 

resilience; 

achieving 

Emotional 

Flexibility by 

Detangling Core 

Emotions. 

Structural 

rigidity 

addresses 

fusion/inhibitio

n; enhanced 

Sensing 

addressed by 

achieving 

neutral 

perception 

 

 

 



VI. Conclusion and Clinical Recommendations 

 

6.1. Final Assessment of CEF’s Theoretical Promise 

 

The Core Emotion Framework presents a highly rigorous and theoretically coherent 

model for emotion regulation, synthesizing contemporary affective neuroscience, 

constructionist psychology, and embodied cognition. It offers a precise, mechanistic 

explanation for the pervasive affective instability characteristic of BPD: the pathology 

lies in the Emotional Rigidity and maladaptive categorization of interoceptive core 

affect. 

The structural theory posits that BPD shares a rigid Ego (Achieving) with Covert NPD, 

but is primarily differentiated by an overwhelmed Sensing capacity (hypersensitivity), 

contrasting with Covert NPD's contained, strategic Calculating capacity. This 

differentiation sheds light on the varied presentations of emotional dysregulation. 

The framework’s hypothesized mechanisms—Conceptual Restructuring, Predictive 

Updating, and the advanced technique of Detangling—provide a novel intervention 

pathway that targets the moment-to-moment experience of emotion, offering a 

potential path for profound structural change. The creation of flexibility through this 

modulation technique is posited to be universally beneficial for all individuals, 

regardless of specific diagnosis, by improving overall emotional resilience. The explicit 

focus on balancing the Agency/Yielding polarity directly targets the core relational and 

identity instability of BPD. 

 

6.2. Clinical Recommendations and Cautious Adoption 

 

Primacy of Empirically-Supported Treatments: It is imperative to state clearly that 

Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) and Schema Therapy (ST) remain the first-line, 

empirically-supported treatments for BPD.15 Clinical practice must adhere to the 

evidence base until CEF completes rigorous validation. 



Integration into Psychoeducation: While awaiting validation data, the theoretical 

concepts of CEF may be cautiously integrated into existing therapeutic psychoeducation. 

Clinicians can use the CEF model to enhance client understanding of why their emotions 

feel so intense and how skills training works.14 The practical methods such as Assigned 

Actions and the Intensity Measure can be used to help clients achieve Experiential 

Isolation of their core emotional drives. 

Addressing the Relational and Identity Gap: Given BPD’s core deficits in identity and 

attachment 11, any future therapeutic application of CEF must explicitly integrate a 

robust relational model. The process of identity reconstruction from pervasive shame to 

self-acceptance requires a strong therapeutic alliance and emotional safety.11 

 

6.3. Pathways for Future CEF Research 

 

The theoretical promise of CEF necessitates a clear, phased research pathway to assess 

its clinical viability. Given the framework's reliance on open science principles and its 

limited internal financing and personnel, its future validation relies on an approach 

driven by collaboration among dedicated external scholars and post-doctoral 

researchers, focusing on decentralized, individualized testing efforts. 

1. Scale Validation Priority: The immediate research priority must be the successful 

completion and transparent publication of the CEF Scale validation (Phase 1 

protocol confirmed for 2025). The framework’s utility depends entirely on its 

capacity to reliably and validly measure its core constructs. 

2. Transdiagnostic Efficacy Trials: Subsequent research must employ rigorous RCTs 

that test CEF not just for broad symptom reduction, but for its unique, claimed 

mechanisms of change.22 This includes trials specifically testing the impact of 

decoupling rigid Ego structures and calming the overwhelmed Sensing capacity in 

BPD compared to regulating the contained Calculating capacity in Covert NPD. 

These trials must be managed through collaborative consortia and multi-site 

research components within the Open Science Framework (OSF), allowing 

dedicated individual researchers to conduct and contribute reproducible studies.13 

3. Manualization and Protocol Development: The highly detailed theoretical model 



must be rapidly translated into a detailed, manualized therapeutic protocol, similar 

to the protocols established for DBT and ST. 
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