
dialectical behavior therapy for borderline
personality disorder
Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) is a specialized form of cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT)
developed by Dr. Marsha Linehan in the late 1980s. It was initially designed to treat individuals
diagnosed with borderline personality disorder (BPD), a mental health condition characterized by
intense emotional instability, impulsive behaviors, and interpersonal difficulties. DBT combines
traditional therapeutic techniques with mindfulness and acceptance strategies, making it an
effective approach for managing the symptoms of BPD. This article will explore the components of
DBT, its efficacy in treating BPD, and the skills taught within the therapy.

Understanding Borderline Personality Disorder

Borderline personality disorder is a complex mental health condition that affects an individual's
thoughts, emotions, behavior, and interpersonal relationships. The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) outlines several criteria for diagnosing BPD, including:

Frantic efforts to avoid real or imagined abandonment

A pattern of unstable and intense interpersonal relationships

Identity disturbance: a significantly unstable self-image or sense of self

Impulsivity in at least two areas that are potentially self-damaging (e.g., spending, sex,
substance abuse)

Recurrent suicidal behavior, gestures, or threats, or self-mutilating behavior

Affective instability due to a marked reactivity of mood

Chronic feelings of emptiness

Inappropriate, intense anger or difficulty controlling anger

Transient, stress-related paranoid ideation or severe dissociative symptoms

Individuals with BPD often experience difficulty in managing their emotions, leading to tumultuous
relationships and self-destructive behaviors. This makes effective treatment crucial for improving
their quality of life.



The Development of Dialectical Behavior Therapy

Dr. Marsha Linehan developed DBT after observing that traditional cognitive-behavioral approaches
were often ineffective for individuals with BPD. She recognized the need for a therapy that not only
addressed the negative behaviors associated with the disorder but also validated the emotional
experiences of those suffering from it. The term "dialectical" refers to the synthesis of opposites,
emphasizing the balance between acceptance and change.

DBT focuses on helping individuals accept their feelings and experiences while also encouraging
them to make positive changes in their lives. This dual approach has been shown to be particularly
effective for those struggling with BPD.

Core Components of Dialectical Behavior Therapy

DBT consists of several key components that contribute to its effectiveness in treating BPD. These
include:

1. Individual Therapy

In individual therapy sessions, clients work one-on-one with a trained DBT therapist. The therapist
helps the client identify specific problems and develop skills to manage emotional distress, improve
interpersonal relationships, and reduce self-destructive behaviors. The focus is on applying DBT
skills to real-life situations.

2. Group Skills Training

DBT includes a group component where clients learn essential skills in a supportive environment.
Group sessions typically cover four main skill modules:

Mindfulness: Techniques that help individuals become more aware of their thoughts,
emotions, and surroundings, promoting greater emotional regulation.

Distress Tolerance: Skills aimed at increasing tolerance for painful emotions and situations,
allowing individuals to cope without resorting to harmful behaviors.

Emotional Regulation: Strategies to help individuals understand and manage their
emotional responses more effectively.

Interpersonal Effectiveness: Skills that enhance communication and relationship-building,
enabling individuals to assert their needs while maintaining healthy relationships.



3. Phone Coaching

DBT often includes phone coaching, where clients can reach out to their therapist between sessions
for support in applying skills when challenges arise in real-life situations. This component helps
reinforce learning and encourages clients to practice their skills in everyday life.

4. Consultation Team

Therapists providing DBT often participate in consultation teams to support each other, share
challenges, and ensure that they are delivering the best possible care. This collaboration is essential
for maintaining therapist effectiveness and preventing burnout.

Efficacy of Dialectical Behavior Therapy for BPD

Numerous studies have demonstrated the efficacy of DBT in treating borderline personality disorder.
Research shows that DBT can lead to significant improvements in various areas, including:

Reduced suicidal behavior and self-harm1.

Decreased hospitalizations2.

Improved emotional regulation and distress tolerance3.

Enhanced interpersonal relationships4.

Increased quality of life5.

DBT has also been adapted for various populations and settings, including adolescents, individuals
with co-occurring disorders, and those in inpatient or residential treatment programs. Its versatility
makes it a valuable therapeutic option for a broad range of individuals.

Challenges and Considerations in DBT

While DBT has proven effective, it is not without challenges. Some of the considerations include:

1. Commitment to Treatment

DBT is a long-term treatment that requires a significant commitment from both the therapist and the
client. Clients must be willing to engage in individual therapy, group sessions, and practice skills



consistently. This level of commitment can be daunting for some individuals.

2. Accessibility of DBT

Access to trained DBT therapists can be limited, particularly in rural areas or regions with fewer
mental health resources. Seeking out DBT may require travel or waiting for an opening in a
program.

3. Variability in Treatment Quality

Not all therapists are trained to deliver DBT effectively. It is essential for individuals seeking DBT to
verify that their therapist has received proper training and supervision in the DBT model.

Conclusion

Dialectical Behavior Therapy is a comprehensive and effective approach for treating borderline
personality disorder. By integrating acceptance and change strategies, DBT empowers individuals to
develop essential skills for emotional regulation, interpersonal effectiveness, and distress tolerance.
While challenges exist, the evidence supporting the efficacy of DBT provides hope for individuals
struggling with BPD. With commitment and the right support, individuals can learn to manage their
symptoms, improve their relationships, and lead more fulfilling lives.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is dialectical behavior therapy (DBT)?
DBT is a type of cognitive-behavioral therapy that focuses on teaching individuals skills to manage
emotions, tolerate distress, and improve interpersonal relationships, particularly beneficial for those
with borderline personality disorder.

How does DBT differ from traditional cognitive-behavioral
therapy?
DBT incorporates mindfulness and acceptance strategies along with behavioral techniques,
emphasizing the balance between acceptance and change, which is particularly important for
individuals with borderline personality disorder.

What are the main components of DBT?
DBT consists of four key components: individual therapy, group skills training, phone coaching, and
a therapist consultation team to support the therapist's work.



What skills are taught in DBT?
DBT teaches four primary skill sets: mindfulness, distress tolerance, emotion regulation, and
interpersonal effectiveness.

Is DBT effective for treating borderline personality disorder?
Yes, numerous studies have shown that DBT is effective in reducing symptoms of borderline
personality disorder, including emotional dysregulation, self-harm behaviors, and suicidal ideation.

How long does DBT treatment typically last?
DBT treatment usually lasts about six months to a year, but the duration can vary based on
individual needs and progress.

Can DBT be combined with other treatments?
Yes, DBT can be effectively combined with other therapies, medications, or treatment modalities to
address co-occurring mental health issues or enhance overall treatment efficacy.

What role do support systems play in DBT for borderline
personality disorder?
Support systems are crucial in DBT; involvement of family and friends can enhance treatment
outcomes by providing emotional support and facilitating better interpersonal relationships.
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