
what is dialectical behavior therapy
what is dialectical behavior therapy is a question that many individuals
seeking effective mental health treatments often ask. Dialectical Behavior
Therapy (DBT) is a form of cognitive-behavioral therapy designed to help
people manage intense emotions, improve interpersonal relationships, and
reduce self-destructive behaviors. Originally developed in the late 1980s by
psychologist Marsha M. Linehan, DBT was created to treat borderline
personality disorder but has since been adapted to address various mental
health conditions. This comprehensive therapy integrates mindfulness,
emotional regulation, distress tolerance, and interpersonal effectiveness
skills. Understanding what dialectical behavior therapy entails, its core
principles, techniques, and applications can provide valuable insight for
those considering this therapeutic approach. The following article explores
the fundamentals of DBT, its components, benefits, and how it is implemented
in clinical settings.

Overview of Dialectical Behavior Therapy

Core Components of DBT

Techniques and Strategies Used in DBT

Conditions Treated with Dialectical Behavior Therapy

Effectiveness and Benefits of DBT

Structure and Format of DBT Treatment

Overview of Dialectical Behavior Therapy
Dialectical Behavior Therapy is a structured, evidence-based psychotherapy
that combines cognitive-behavioral techniques with concepts derived from
mindfulness and acceptance strategies. The term "dialectical" refers to the
synthesis of opposites, particularly the balance between acceptance and
change, which is a central theme in DBT. This therapeutic model addresses the
emotional dysregulation and behavioral issues often seen in individuals with
complex mental health challenges.

Developed specifically to treat borderline personality disorder (BPD), DBT
has expanded its reach to include treatment for mood disorders, substance use
disorders, eating disorders, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). The
therapy emphasizes building skills that help individuals tolerate distress,
regulate emotions, and improve communication and relationships.



History and Development of DBT
DBT was developed by Dr. Marsha Linehan in the late 1980s as a response to
the limitations of traditional cognitive-behavioral therapy in treating
chronically suicidal individuals. Linehan’s innovation was to incorporate
elements of dialectical philosophy and mindfulness practices from Eastern
traditions into a Western therapeutic framework. This unique approach allowed
clients to learn acceptance of their experiences while working towards
meaningful change.

Philosophical Foundations
The core philosophy of DBT involves dialectics, which means reconciling
opposites. Therapists and clients work collaboratively to find a middle path
between acceptance of the present reality and the motivation to change
harmful behaviors. This balance helps reduce emotional extremes and promotes
psychological flexibility.

Core Components of DBT
DBT consists of several key components designed to address different aspects
of emotional and behavioral health. These components work synergistically to
provide a comprehensive treatment experience.

Mindfulness
Mindfulness is the practice of being fully present and aware of the current
moment without judgment. In DBT, mindfulness skills help clients observe and
describe their thoughts and feelings objectively, reducing impulsivity and
emotional reactivity.

Distress Tolerance
Distress tolerance skills focus on helping individuals endure and survive
crises without resorting to self-harm or other destructive behaviors. These
skills promote acceptance and resilience during times of emotional pain.

Emotion Regulation
Emotion regulation involves identifying, understanding, and managing intense
emotions effectively. Clients learn to reduce vulnerability to negative
emotions and build positive emotional experiences.



Interpersonal Effectiveness
Interpersonal effectiveness skills teach clients how to communicate
assertively, maintain self-respect, and build healthy relationships. These
skills are crucial for navigating social situations and reducing conflicts.

Techniques and Strategies Used in DBT
Various therapeutic techniques and strategies are utilized within DBT to
facilitate skill acquisition and behavioral change. These methods are
evidence-based and tailored to individual client needs.

Individual Therapy
Individual therapy sessions focus on addressing specific client challenges,
applying DBT skills to real-life situations, and targeting behaviors that
interfere with treatment goals.

Skills Training Groups
Group sessions provide a structured environment where clients learn and
practice core DBT skills. These groups enhance learning through peer support
and role-playing exercises.

Phone Coaching
Phone coaching offers clients real-time guidance from therapists during
moments of crisis or when they need help applying DBT skills outside of
sessions.

Therapist Consultation Teams
Therapists providing DBT participate in consultation teams to maintain
treatment fidelity, receive support, and improve their clinical skills.

Behavioral Analysis
Functional or behavioral analysis is used to identify triggers and
consequences of problematic behaviors, helping clients and therapists develop
effective coping strategies.



Conditions Treated with Dialectical Behavior
Therapy
While originally designed for borderline personality disorder, DBT has proven
effective in treating a wide range of mental health disorders characterized
by emotional dysregulation and self-destructive behaviors.

Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD)

Depression and Mood Disorders

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)

Substance Use Disorders

Eating Disorders such as Bulimia Nervosa and Binge Eating

Suicidal and Self-Harming Behaviors

The adaptability of DBT allows it to be modified for adolescents, adults, and
different cultural contexts, increasing its accessibility and effectiveness.

Effectiveness and Benefits of DBT
Research consistently demonstrates that dialectical behavior therapy is an
effective treatment for reducing suicidal behaviors, hospitalization rates,
and symptoms of emotional instability. DBT also improves quality of life and
overall functioning in individuals with complex mental health conditions.

Reduction of Self-Harm and Suicidal Behavior
One of the most significant benefits of DBT is its ability to reduce self-
injury and suicidal attempts through teaching coping mechanisms and emotional
regulation skills.

Improvement in Emotional and Interpersonal
Functioning
Clients often experience enhanced emotional stability, better stress
management, and more satisfying relationships after completing DBT programs.



Long-Term Skill Retention
DBT equips clients with lifelong skills that promote resilience and prevent
relapse, supporting sustained recovery beyond therapy.

Structure and Format of DBT Treatment
DBT is typically delivered in a comprehensive format that includes multiple
components to support skill development and behavior change.

Individual Therapy: Weekly one-on-one sessions focused on personal1.
challenges and progress.

Skills Training Groups: Weekly group sessions teaching mindfulness,2.
distress tolerance, emotion regulation, and interpersonal effectiveness.

Phone Coaching: On-demand support to apply skills during crises or3.
difficult moments.

Therapist Consultation Team: Ongoing professional support for therapists4.
to maintain adherence and quality of care.

The duration of DBT programs varies but often lasts between six months to one
year, with some clients continuing longer based on individual needs.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT)?
Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) is a type of cognitive-behavioral therapy
designed to help individuals manage emotions, develop coping skills, and
improve relationships. It combines strategies like mindfulness, distress
tolerance, emotion regulation, and interpersonal effectiveness.

Who developed Dialectical Behavior Therapy?
DBT was developed by psychologist Marsha M. Linehan in the late 1980s to
treat individuals with borderline personality disorder and chronic suicidal
ideation.

What conditions is Dialectical Behavior Therapy used



to treat?
DBT is primarily used to treat borderline personality disorder, but it is
also effective for mood disorders, anxiety, depression, substance use
disorders, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

How does Dialectical Behavior Therapy differ from
traditional Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT)?
While CBT focuses on changing negative thought patterns, DBT emphasizes
balancing acceptance and change, teaching mindfulness and emotional
regulation skills alongside cognitive restructuring.

What are the core components of Dialectical Behavior
Therapy?
The core components of DBT include individual therapy, group skills training,
phone coaching, and therapist consultation teams to ensure effective
treatment delivery.

What skills are taught in Dialectical Behavior
Therapy?
DBT teaches skills in four main areas: mindfulness (being present), distress
tolerance (handling crisis situations), emotion regulation (managing intense
emotions), and interpersonal effectiveness (improving relationships).

How long does Dialectical Behavior Therapy typically
last?
DBT programs usually last between 6 months to a year, though the duration can
vary depending on individual needs and treatment goals.

Is Dialectical Behavior Therapy evidence-based?
Yes, DBT is an evidence-based therapy with numerous studies demonstrating its
effectiveness in reducing suicidal behaviors, self-harm, and improving
emotional regulation.

Can Dialectical Behavior Therapy be done online or
remotely?
Yes, many therapists now offer DBT via telehealth platforms, allowing clients
to participate in individual therapy and skills training groups remotely.



Additional Resources
1. Dialectical Behavior Therapy: Basics and Beyond
This foundational book by Marsha M. Linehan, the creator of DBT, offers a
comprehensive introduction to the theory and practice of dialectical behavior
therapy. It covers the core principles, strategies, and skills used in DBT to
treat borderline personality disorder and other emotional regulation issues.
The text is both accessible and detailed, making it suitable for clinicians
and students alike.

2. The Dialectical Behavior Therapy Skills Workbook
Authored by Matthew McKay, Jeffrey C. Wood, and Jeffrey Brantley, this
workbook provides practical exercises and worksheets to help individuals
learn and apply DBT skills. It focuses on mindfulness, distress tolerance,
emotional regulation, and interpersonal effectiveness. The workbook is
designed for self-help or use alongside therapy.

3. DBT Made Simple: A Step-by-Step Guide to Dialectical Behavior Therapy
By Sheri Van Dijk, this book breaks down DBT concepts into easy-to-understand
language and actionable steps. It serves as a practical guide for therapists,
students, and clients looking to grasp the essentials of DBT without getting
overwhelmed by jargon. The book also includes case examples and tips for
effective therapy.

4. Dialectical Behavior Therapy with Suicidal Adolescents
Written by Alec L. Miller, Jill H. Rathus, and Marsha M. Linehan, this book
adapts DBT techniques specifically for adolescents struggling with suicidal
behaviors and emotional dysregulation. It offers clinical guidance, session
outlines, and skill-building activities tailored to younger populations. The
book is a valuable resource for clinicians working with teens.

5. The Expanded Dialectical Behavior Therapy Skills Training Manual
By Lane Pederson, this manual extends the traditional DBT skills training
with additional exercises and teaching strategies. It provides detailed
instructions for facilitating group sessions and enhancing clients' mastery
of DBT skills. The manual is ideal for therapists seeking to deepen their DBT
practice.

6. Mindfulness for Borderline Personality Disorder: Relieve Your Suffering
Using the Core Skill of Dialectical Behavior Therapy
By Blaise Aguirre and Gillian Galen, this book emphasizes the mindfulness
component of DBT, offering techniques to cultivate present-moment awareness
and reduce emotional reactivity. It is written for both clients and
therapists, providing clear explanations and exercises. The focus on
mindfulness helps readers manage intense emotions effectively.

7. Building a Life Worth Living: A Memoir
Marsha M. Linehan shares her personal journey of developing DBT alongside her
struggles with mental illness. This memoir offers insight into the human
experience behind the therapy and highlights the resilience and hope that DBT
fosters. It is an inspiring read for anyone interested in the origins and



impact of dialectical behavior therapy.

8. Dialectical Behavior Therapy in Clinical Practice: Applications across
Disorders and Settings
Edited by Linda A. Dimeff and Shireen L. Rizvi, this collection explores the
application of DBT beyond borderline personality disorder. It includes
chapters on using DBT with substance abuse, eating disorders, PTSD, and other
conditions. The book is a valuable resource for clinicians adapting DBT to
diverse populations.

9. Skills Training Manual for Treating Borderline Personality Disorder
Also by Marsha M. Linehan, this manual provides a structured curriculum for
teaching DBT skills to clients with borderline personality disorder. It
includes detailed session plans, handouts, and homework assignments focused
on mindfulness, emotional regulation, distress tolerance, and interpersonal
effectiveness. The manual is essential for therapists implementing DBT skills
training.
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