
dbt therapy for eating disorders
DBT therapy for eating disorders is a powerful and evidence-based approach that has shown
significant promise in helping individuals navigate the complex challenges associated with conditions
like anorexia nervosa, bulimia nervosa, and binge eating disorder. This comprehensive guide delves
into how Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) specifically addresses the emotional dysregulation,
impulsive behaviors, and interpersonal difficulties that often fuel eating disorders. We will explore the
core principles of DBT, its tailored application for eating disorders, the key skills taught, and the
overall effectiveness of this therapeutic modality. Understanding DBT for eating disorders can provide
hope and a clear path towards recovery for many.
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Understanding Eating Disorders and Their Emotional
Underpinnings

Eating disorders are serious mental health conditions characterized by persistent disturbances in
eating behaviors and thoughts, significantly impacting an individual's physical health, psychological
well-being, and social functioning. While often perceived as solely about food and body weight, the
roots of these disorders are frequently intertwined with profound emotional distress and difficulties in
managing intense feelings. Many individuals struggling with eating disorders experience significant
emotional dysregulation, meaning they have trouble understanding, accepting, and managing their
emotions effectively. This can lead to using restrictive eating, binge eating, or compensatory
behaviors (like purging) as maladaptive coping mechanisms to numb, escape, or control
overwhelming emotions such as anxiety, sadness, anger, or emptiness.



The pressure to achieve a certain body type, coupled with societal ideals and personal insecurities,
can exacerbate these underlying emotional vulnerabilities. Perfectionism, low self-esteem, and a
history of trauma or abuse are also common contributing factors that can fuel the development and
maintenance of eating disorders. The cyclical nature of these disorders often involves emotional
triggers leading to disordered eating behaviors, which in turn can lead to further negative emotions
like guilt, shame, and self-loathing, reinforcing the unhealthy patterns. Recognizing the deep
emotional component is crucial for effective treatment, and this is where a therapy like DBT shines.

What is DBT Therapy? Core Principles Explained

Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) is a highly structured and evidence-based form of psychotherapy
developed by Dr. Marsha M. Linehan. Originally designed for individuals with Borderline Personality
Disorder (BPD) who experience intense emotional fluctuations and suicidal ideation, DBT has proven
to be effective for a range of conditions characterized by emotional dysregulation. The therapy is built
on a philosophical foundation of "dialectics," which involves balancing seemingly opposing ideas. In
DBT, this translates to validating a person's current experience while also encouraging change and
movement towards healthier behaviors and coping mechanisms.

The core principles of DBT can be understood through its primary goals and the specific modules of
skills taught. The overarching aim of DBT is to help individuals build a life worth living, characterized
by effective emotional regulation, improved interpersonal relationships, and a greater sense of self-
acceptance. This is achieved through a multi-component treatment approach that typically includes
individual therapy, skills training groups, phone coaching, and a consultation team for therapists. The
emphasis is on teaching practical, actionable skills that clients can integrate into their daily lives to
manage distress and improve their overall functioning.

The dialectical tension in DBT is central: accepting oneself as one is in the present moment while
simultaneously committing to making changes for a better future. This non-judgmental yet goal-
oriented stance is vital for fostering self-compassion and facilitating lasting behavioral shifts, which
are essential in the recovery process from eating disorders.

How DBT Therapy is Adapted for Eating Disorders

While DBT's core principles remain the same, its application for eating disorders involves specific
adaptations to address the unique challenges presented by these conditions. The emotional
dysregulation that characterizes many eating disorders aligns perfectly with DBT's expertise. For
instance, the intense shame and guilt that often follow binge-eating episodes, or the anxiety and fear
associated with not restricting, can be powerfully managed using DBT skills. The therapy directly
targets the maladaptive coping strategies, such as using food or body weight to manage emotions,
and replaces them with healthier alternatives.

In the context of eating disorders, DBT skills are often used to:

Identify and label emotional triggers that precede disordered eating behaviors.



Develop tolerance for difficult emotions without resorting to eating disorder behaviors.

Improve impulse control, particularly related to urges to binge, purge, or restrict.

Enhance interpersonal effectiveness to communicate needs and set boundaries, reducing
reliance on eating disorder behaviors to cope with relationship difficulties.

Foster self-compassion and reduce self-criticism, which are often deeply ingrained in individuals
with eating disorders.

The structure of DBT, with its emphasis on skills training, is particularly beneficial for eating disorders
because it provides concrete tools for managing the often overwhelming and unpredictable nature of
emotional experiences that drive these behaviors. The skills are taught in a progressive manner,
allowing individuals to gradually build their capacity to cope with distress, making them less likely to
turn to their eating disorder as a coping mechanism.

Key DBT Skills for Eating Disorder Recovery

DBT equips individuals with a set of practical skills that directly address the emotional and behavioral
patterns perpetuating eating disorders. These skills are typically grouped into four main modules,
each designed to build specific competencies for a more balanced and fulfilling life.

Mindfulness Skills
Mindfulness is the cornerstone of DBT, teaching individuals to be present in the moment without
judgment. For eating disorders, mindfulness helps individuals:

Become more aware of their thoughts, feelings, and bodily sensations related to food and body
image.

Observe urges to engage in disordered eating without acting on them immediately.

Differentiate between pleasant and unpleasant emotions, and learn to experience them without
trying to control or suppress them through food.

Practice mindful eating, paying attention to the taste, texture, and smell of food, which can
reconnect individuals with their body's natural hunger and satiety cues.

Distress Tolerance Skills
These skills are crucial for helping individuals get through moments of intense emotional pain or crisis
without making the situation worse. In the context of eating disorders, distress tolerance skills teach



individuals to:

Ride out intense emotions (like anxiety, shame, or loneliness) without resorting to bingeing,
purging, or restricting.

Use distraction techniques to temporarily shift focus away from overwhelming urges.

Practice self-soothing by engaging in activities that provide comfort and calm.

Accept reality as it is, especially when it cannot be changed, to reduce suffering.

Improve the ability to tolerate emotional pain, recognizing that these feelings are temporary.

Emotion Regulation Skills
This module focuses on understanding emotions, reducing emotional vulnerability, and increasing
positive emotional experiences. For those with eating disorders, emotion regulation skills help to:

Identify and label emotions accurately.

Reduce emotional reactivity to distressing events.

Decrease vulnerability to unwanted emotions by taking care of physical health (e.g., sleep,
nutrition, exercise) in a balanced way.

Increase the frequency of positive emotions and experiences.

Understand the function of emotions and how they influence behavior.

Interpersonal Effectiveness Skills
These skills teach individuals how to build and maintain healthy relationships, get their needs met,
and say no to unreasonable requests, all while preserving self-respect. Interpersonal effectiveness is
vital for eating disorder recovery because:

Individuals often use eating disorder behaviors to cope with social anxiety or relationship
conflicts.

Learning to communicate needs clearly and assertively can reduce the need to rely on
disordered eating patterns to feel in control or express distress.

Setting boundaries in relationships can prevent situations that trigger disordered eating.

Improving communication skills can foster supportive relationships, which are critical for
sustained recovery.



The integration of these skills allows individuals to systematically dismantle the emotional and
behavioral patterns that maintain their eating disorder and build a more stable and fulfilling life.

The Efficacy of DBT Therapy for Eating Disorders

The effectiveness of DBT therapy for eating disorders is supported by a growing body of research.
While initially developed for BPD, studies have consistently demonstrated its benefits for individuals
suffering from various eating disorders, particularly bulimia nervosa and binge eating disorder. DBT's
focus on emotional dysregulation, impulse control, and interpersonal functioning directly addresses
many of the core issues that drive these conditions.

Research indicates that DBT can lead to significant reductions in binge eating and purging behaviors.
Participants in DBT programs often report fewer episodes of binge eating and compensatory actions,
alongside improvements in their ability to manage intense emotions without resorting to these
behaviors. Furthermore, DBT has shown efficacy in improving overall mood, reducing anxiety and
depression, and enhancing self-esteem among individuals with eating disorders. The skills learned in
DBT provide a sustainable framework for managing the complex interplay of emotions, thoughts, and
behaviors that characterize these disorders.

While DBT is often highly effective for bulimia nervosa and binge eating disorder, its application to
anorexia nervosa is more nuanced. Some studies suggest that while DBT can help with the emotional
regulation and interpersonal difficulties associated with anorexia, it may need to be integrated with
other treatments that specifically address the nutritional rehabilitation and weight restoration aspects
of the illness. Nonetheless, the skill-building component remains valuable for managing the
underlying psychological distress.

DBT vs. Other Therapies for Eating Disorders

When considering treatment options for eating disorders, understanding how DBT compares to other
established therapies is important. Each approach offers unique benefits tailored to specific aspects of
these complex conditions.

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT)
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) is another widely used and effective treatment for eating
disorders. CBT focuses on identifying and changing distorted thoughts and beliefs related to food,
body shape, and weight, as well as the behaviors that result from these thoughts. For eating
disorders, CBT-E (Enhanced CBT for Eating Disorders) is a particularly effective adaptation.

Comparison: While both CBT and DBT address thoughts and behaviors, DBT places a stronger
emphasis on emotional regulation and distress tolerance. CBT is excellent at challenging specific
cognitive distortions, whereas DBT is more focused on building a repertoire of skills to manage
overwhelming emotions and crises, which are often the triggers for disordered eating behaviors. In



some cases, DBT might be preferred when emotional dysregulation is a primary driver of the eating
disorder, while CBT might be the primary choice for more straightforward issues with distorted
thinking patterns.

Family-Based Treatment (FBT)
Family-Based Treatment (FBT), also known as the Maudsley method, is a highly effective approach for
adolescents with anorexia nervosa. FBT empowers parents to take charge of re-feeding their child and
guiding them back to a healthy weight and eating patterns, involving the entire family in the recovery
process.

Comparison: FBT is specifically designed for younger individuals and their families, focusing on
parental involvement to restore weight and normalize eating. DBT, on the other hand, is more geared
towards individuals who can independently learn and apply skills, and it focuses more on individual
emotional regulation and coping strategies. While FBT is paramount for adolescent anorexia, DBT
skills can be beneficial for older individuals or as a supplementary therapy for adolescents once
nutritional stabilization is achieved.

Interpersonal Psychotherapy (IPT)
Interpersonal Psychotherapy (IPT) targets interpersonal problems that may be contributing to or
maintaining the eating disorder, such as grief, role disputes, role transitions, or interpersonal deficits.

Comparison: IPT addresses the relational aspects that can influence eating disorders. DBT also
addresses interpersonal effectiveness but does so through specific skill-building modules. DBT's
comprehensive approach to emotional regulation and distress tolerance can be seen as a broader
intervention, while IPT is more narrowly focused on interpersonal dynamics. In some instances, an
individual might benefit from the interpersonal focus of IPT, while others might need the extensive
emotional regulation tools provided by DBT.

Ultimately, the choice of therapy often depends on the specific eating disorder, the individual's age,
the severity of symptoms, and the presence of co-occurring mental health conditions. A thorough
assessment by a qualified mental health professional is crucial for determining the most appropriate
treatment path. In some cases, a combination of therapeutic approaches may be recommended.

Finding a DBT Therapist Specializing in Eating
Disorders

Locating a therapist who is not only proficient in DBT but also has specific experience with eating
disorders is paramount for effective treatment. The complexities of both conditions require a nuanced
understanding that a specialized therapist can provide. When searching for a suitable professional,
consider the following:

Credentials and Training: Look for licensed mental health professionals (e.g., psychologists,
psychiatrists, licensed clinical social workers, licensed professional counselors) who have



completed specialized training in DBT. Many DBT programs and institutes offer certifications or
training in the modality.

Eating Disorder Experience: Beyond DBT training, inquire about the therapist's experience
working with individuals diagnosed with eating disorders. This includes familiarity with the
specific challenges of anorexia nervosa, bulimia nervosa, binge eating disorder, and
avoidant/restrictive food intake disorder (ARFID).

Treatment Philosophy: Understand the therapist's approach to treatment. A good DBT
therapist for eating disorders will emphasize a balanced approach of acceptance and change,
focusing on skills development, emotional regulation, and distress tolerance, while also being
sensitive to the food and body image issues.

Treatment Modalities Offered: DBT for eating disorders is often delivered in a multi-
component format (individual therapy, skills group, phone coaching). Ensure the therapist or
their practice offers these components or can refer you to a reputable skills group.

Referrals and Recommendations: Your primary care physician, psychiatrist, or other mental
health professionals can often provide referrals to trusted DBT therapists who specialize in
eating disorders.

Online Directories: Utilize specialized online directories for DBT therapists or eating disorder
treatment providers. Websites such as the DBT-Line (Behavioral Tech) or the National Eating
Disorders Association (NEDA) may offer resources for finding qualified professionals.

It is important to have an initial consultation to ensure a good therapeutic alliance. Feeling
comfortable, understood, and hopeful about the treatment process is a strong indicator of a
potentially successful therapeutic relationship.

The Journey of Recovery with DBT for Eating Disorders

Embarking on the journey of recovery from an eating disorder using DBT therapy is a process that
requires commitment, courage, and a willingness to engage with challenging emotions and learn new
skills. It is often a non-linear path, with ups and downs, but with DBT, individuals gain the tools to
navigate these fluctuations more effectively.

The initial phase of DBT for eating disorders typically involves building rapport, assessing the
individual's specific needs, and introducing the core concepts of DBT. The skills training component is
central, where clients learn mindfulness, distress tolerance, emotion regulation, and interpersonal
effectiveness skills. This is often done in a group setting, allowing for shared learning and peer
support, but also reinforced in individual therapy sessions.

As individuals progress, they begin to apply these skills in real-life situations. This might involve
actively using mindfulness to observe an urge to binge, employing distress tolerance skills to get
through a period of intense anxiety about food, or using interpersonal effectiveness skills to express a
need to a family member. Phone coaching, a unique component of DBT, provides an opportunity for



clients to receive in-the-moment support and guidance from their therapist when facing a crisis or
needing help applying a skill.

The ultimate goal of DBT in eating disorder recovery is to help individuals build a life that is not
dominated by disordered eating behaviors. This means developing a healthier relationship with food
and their body, experiencing a greater sense of emotional stability, and fostering fulfilling
relationships. Recovery is a continuous process of growth and self-discovery, and DBT provides a
robust framework for achieving lasting change and a life worth living.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is dbt therapy and how does it help with eating
disorders?
DBT (Dialectical Behavior Therapy) is a type of talk therapy that focuses on teaching skills to manage
intense emotions, improve relationships, and tolerate distress. For eating disorders, DBT helps
individuals develop healthier coping mechanisms, regulate emotional eating, reduce self-harm
behaviors often associated with eating disorders, and build a life worth living that doesn't revolve
around the disorder.

What are the core skills taught in DBT for eating disorders?
The core skills in DBT for eating disorders typically include: Mindfulness (being present and aware
without judgment), Distress Tolerance (coping with difficult emotions and situations without making
them worse), Emotion Regulation (understanding and managing emotions), and Interpersonal
Effectiveness (building and maintaining healthy relationships and communicating needs).

Is DBT effective for all types of eating disorders?
While DBT has shown significant effectiveness, particularly for individuals with binge-eating disorder
and bulimia nervosa, and for those with co-occurring borderline personality disorder traits, research is
ongoing for its application across all eating disorder diagnoses. It's often adapted and integrated with
other evidence-based treatments.

How does DBT address the restrictive behaviors or body
image issues common in anorexia nervosa?
DBT addresses restrictive behaviors and body image issues by focusing on the underlying emotional
dysregulation that drives these thoughts and actions. It helps individuals develop skills to challenge
rigid thinking patterns, tolerate discomfort associated with weight restoration or perceived
'imperfections', and build self-compassion, shifting focus away from the eating disorder as the
primary coping mechanism.

What is the difference between standard DBT and DBT-



informed therapy for eating disorders?
Standard DBT is a comprehensive, structured program typically involving individual therapy, group
skills training, phone coaching, and therapist consultation. DBT-informed therapy, while utilizing the
core DBT principles and skills, may be delivered in a less structured format or integrated into other
therapeutic approaches. The 'informed' version might not include all components of standard DBT but
still leverages its powerful skill-building strategies for eating disorder recovery.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to DBT therapy for eating disorders, each starting with "" and followed
by a short description:

1. Intensive DBT for Eating Disorders: A Practitioner's Guide
This comprehensive guide offers a detailed roadmap for clinicians seeking to implement Dialectical
Behavior Therapy (DBT) specifically for individuals struggling with eating disorders. It covers
foundational principles of DBT and adapts them to the unique challenges presented by anorexia
nervosa, bulimia nervosa, and binge eating disorder. The book provides practical strategies, case
examples, and essential skills for effective treatment.

2. DBT Skills in Action: A Practical Guide to Affect Regulation and Interpersonal Effectiveness for
Eating Disorders
This book focuses on the practical application of DBT skills tailored for those with eating disorders. It
breaks down core DBT modules like mindfulness, distress tolerance, emotion regulation, and
interpersonal effectiveness, illustrating how these skills can be used to manage disordered eating
behaviors. Readers will find actionable advice and exercises to build healthier coping mechanisms.

3. The DBT Workbook for Eating Disorders: Managing Emotions and Overcoming Bingeing and Purging
Designed as a self-help resource, this workbook guides individuals through the process of applying
DBT principles to their eating disorder recovery. It offers exercises and techniques to identify
emotional triggers, develop distress tolerance strategies, and improve emotional regulation. The book
empowers users to gain control over their eating behaviors by addressing underlying emotional
dysregulation.

4. DBT Principles in Action: Targeting Emotion Dysregulation in Eating Disorders
This title delves into the critical role of emotion dysregulation in the development and maintenance of
eating disorders. It explains how DBT's focus on understanding and managing intense emotions can
be a powerful tool in recovery. The book provides insights into the mechanisms by which emotional
distress fuels disordered eating and offers therapeutic interventions to build emotional resilience.

5. DBT for Adolescents with Eating Disorders: A Guide for Parents and Therapists
This resource specifically addresses the application of DBT for adolescents struggling with eating
disorders. It provides guidance for both parents and therapists on how to support young individuals in
developing DBT skills. The book emphasizes the importance of a collaborative approach and offers
strategies for navigating the complexities of adolescent eating disorders within a DBT framework.

6. DBT Techniques for Binge Eating Disorder: Building a Healthy Relationship with Food and Yourself
This book offers a targeted DBT approach for individuals experiencing binge eating disorder. It
concentrates on skills that help manage urges, emotional triggers, and improve self-compassion. The
aim is to equip readers with the tools to break the cycle of binge eating and cultivate a more positive



relationship with food and their bodies.

7. DBT Skills for Eating Disorder Recovery: A Clinician's Manual
A clinical manual designed for therapists, this book provides a structured and evidence-based
approach to using DBT for eating disorder treatment. It outlines session structures, treatment
planning, and specific DBT techniques applicable to various eating disorder presentations. The
manual is a valuable resource for practitioners looking to enhance their DBT competency in this
specialized area.

8. Mindfulness-Based DBT for Eating Disorders: Cultivating Self-Awareness and Acceptance
This title highlights the integration of mindfulness practices within DBT for eating disorder recovery. It
explores how cultivating present moment awareness can help individuals observe their thoughts,
emotions, and urges without judgment. The book emphasizes how this enhanced self-awareness can
lead to more mindful eating and a greater sense of self-acceptance.

9. DBT for Bulimia Nervosa: Managing Impulses and Restoring Balance
This book focuses specifically on applying DBT principles to address the challenges associated with
bulimia nervosa. It targets skills for managing impulsive behaviors, such as bingeing and purging, and
for regulating the intense emotions that often precede these episodes. The goal is to help individuals
regain control over their eating patterns and foster emotional stability.
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