
dialectical behavior therapy for
borderline personality disorder
Dialectical behavior therapy for borderline personality disorder is a highly effective
treatment approach that offers hope and practical skills for individuals struggling with the
intense emotional fluctuations, unstable relationships, and impulsive behaviors
characteristic of this complex condition. This comprehensive article will delve into the
core principles of DBT, its modular structure, the specific skills taught within each
module, and how it addresses the unique challenges faced by those with Borderline
Personality Disorder (BPD). We will explore the evidence base supporting its efficacy,
discuss who can benefit from DBT, and offer insights into what a DBT treatment program
typically entails.
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Understanding Borderline Personality Disorder
(BPD)

Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) is a mental health condition characterized by a



pervasive pattern of instability in interpersonal relationships, self-image, and emotions,
and marked impulsivity. Individuals with BPD often experience intense mood swings, a
deep-seated fear of abandonment, chronic feelings of emptiness, and difficulty controlling
anger. These symptoms can significantly disrupt a person's life, affecting their ability to
maintain stable relationships, hold down jobs, and experience a sense of self-worth.

Key Characteristics of Borderline Personality Disorder

The diagnostic criteria for BPD, as outlined in the DSM-5, highlight several core
difficulties:

Frantic efforts to avoid real or imagined abandonment.

A pattern of unstable and intense interpersonal relationships characterized by
alternating between extremes of idealization and devaluation.

Identity disturbance: markedly and persistently unstable self-image or sense of self.

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

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

Affective instability due to a marked reactivity of mood (e.g., intense episodic
dysphoria, irritability, or anxiety usually lasting a few hours and only rarely more
than a few days).

Chronic feelings of emptiness.

Inappropriate, intense anger or difficulty controlling anger (e.g., frequent displays of
temper, constant anger, recurrent physical fights).

Transient, stress-related paranoid ideation or severe dissociative symptoms.

These symptoms create a cycle of emotional dysregulation and interpersonal chaos,
making everyday life a significant challenge for those affected by BPD.

What is Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT)?

Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) is a specialized form of psychotherapy developed by
Marsha M. Linehan, Ph.D., specifically to treat individuals with Borderline Personality
Disorder. While originally designed for BPD, DBT has since been adapted and found
effective for other conditions involving emotional dysregulation, such as chronic
suicidality, self-harm, eating disorders, and substance abuse. DBT is an evidence-based
treatment that integrates cognitive-behavioral techniques with concepts of acceptance and



mindfulness.

The Genesis and Evolution of DBT

Dr. Linehan's work was motivated by her own experiences and her observation that
traditional therapies were often insufficient for individuals with severe emotional
dysregulation and a history of self-harm. She recognized the need for a treatment that
balanced acceptance of the individual with the need for change. The "dialectical" aspect
refers to the core idea of balancing two seemingly opposite but interconnected concepts:
acceptance and change. This means accepting oneself as they are, while simultaneously
working to make changes to improve their life.

The Core Principles of Dialectical Behavior
Therapy

At its heart, DBT is built upon a set of fundamental principles that guide both the therapist
and the client in the therapeutic process. These principles are crucial for fostering growth
and managing the intense emotions associated with BPD.

Acceptance and Change: The Dialectical Stance

The central dialectic in DBT is the balance between acceptance and change. Therapists
help clients learn to accept their current emotions, thoughts, and behaviors without
judgment. This acceptance is not about condoning harmful actions but about
acknowledging the reality of the client's experience. Simultaneously, DBT strongly
emphasizes the need for change. Clients are taught skills to modify maladaptive behaviors,
regulate emotions, and build a life worth living. This interplay between acceptance and
change is what makes DBT so powerful.

Validation

Validation is a cornerstone of DBT. It involves acknowledging and understanding the
client's experience from their perspective, even if the therapist doesn't necessarily agree
with the behavior that followed. Validating a person's feelings—for instance, saying "It
makes sense that you felt overwhelmed in that situation"—can help reduce emotional
intensity and build trust in the therapeutic relationship. It communicates to the client that
their feelings are heard and understood.



Biosocial Theory of BPD

DBT is informed by the biosocial theory of BPD, which posits that the disorder arises from
an interaction between biological vulnerabilities (e.g., genetic predisposition to emotional
sensitivity) and an invalidating environment. An invalidating environment is one where a
person's emotions, thoughts, or behaviors are consistently rejected, punished, or ignored.
This can lead to difficulties in learning to regulate emotions, leading to the characteristic
symptoms of BPD.

Emphasis on Skills Training

A significant portion of DBT involves teaching concrete, practical skills. These skills are
designed to help individuals manage overwhelming emotions, improve relationships, and
cope with distress in healthier ways. The skills are taught in a structured manner, often in
a group setting, and reinforced in individual therapy.

The Four Modules of DBT Skills Training

DBT skills are typically taught in a structured group format, with individual therapy
sessions reinforcing these skills and helping clients apply them to their specific life
circumstances. The skills are divided into four distinct modules, each focusing on a
different area of life management.

Mindfulness Skills for BPD

Mindfulness is the practice of paying attention to the present moment without judgment.
In DBT, mindfulness skills are fundamental, as they provide the foundation for all other
skills. Learning to be mindful helps individuals with BPD become more aware of their
thoughts, emotions, and urges without immediately acting on them.

What are Mindfulness Skills?

"What" Skills: These are observational skills.

Observe: Noticing your thoughts, feelings, and sensations without labeling
them.

Describe: Putting your observations into words.

Participate: Engaging fully in what you are doing.



"How" Skills: These are skills for how to be mindful.

Non-judgmentally: Observing without labeling things as good or bad.

One-mindfully: Focusing on one thing at a time.

Effectively: Doing what works to achieve your goals.

These skills help individuals step out of automatic reactions and gain a more balanced
perspective on their experiences.

Distress Tolerance Skills for BPD

Distress tolerance skills are designed to help individuals cope with overwhelming
emotions and painful situations without making them worse. These skills are crucial for
preventing impulsive or self-destructive behaviors when emotions become unbearable.

Key Distress Tolerance Strategies

Distracting yourself: Engaging in activities that shift your focus away from the
distress. Examples include playing a game, calling a friend, or engaging in a hobby.

Self-soothing: Comforting yourself using your five senses. This could involve
listening to calming music, taking a warm bath, smelling a pleasant scent, or holding
a soft blanket.

Improving the moment: Finding ways to make a difficult moment more bearable.
This might involve taking deep breaths, looking at pleasant images, or practicing
positive self-talk.

Pros and Cons: Examining the short-term and long-term consequences of giving in
to an impulse versus tolerating the distress.

Radical Acceptance: Fully accepting a situation or reality that cannot be changed,
even if it is painful. This is a challenging but powerful skill.

These skills provide immediate relief and prevent escalation of distress, allowing
individuals to regain a sense of control.



Emotion Regulation Skills for BPD

Emotion regulation skills focus on understanding, reducing, and managing intense
emotions. Individuals with BPD often experience rapid and extreme shifts in mood, making
these skills particularly vital.

Techniques for Managing Emotions

Identify and Label Emotions: Learning to accurately identify what emotion you are
feeling and giving it a name.

Check the Facts: Examining whether your emotional reaction is justified by the
facts of the situation.

Reduce Vulnerability to Emotion Mind: Taking care of your physical health (e.g.,
sleep, diet, exercise) to build emotional resilience.

Increase Positive Emotional Experiences: Intentionally engaging in activities that
bring joy and pleasure to counterbalance negative emotions.

Opposite Action: Acting in the opposite way to what the emotion is prompting you
to do, when the emotion is not justified by the facts.

By learning these skills, individuals can develop a more balanced and less reactive
emotional life.

Interpersonal Effectiveness Skills for BPD

Interpersonal effectiveness skills focus on building and maintaining healthy relationships,
assertiveness, and navigating social situations effectively. This is a critical area for
individuals with BPD due to their difficulties with unstable relationships and fear of
abandonment.

Strategies for Better Relationships

DEAR MAN: A skill for asking for what you want or need assertively. It stands for
Describe, Express, Assert, Reinforce, Mindful, Appear Confident, Negotiate.

GIVE: A skill for maintaining relationships and being polite. It stands for Give
compliments, Invite, Validate, Give Easy manner.

FAST: A skill for maintaining self-respect. It stands for Fair, Apologies, Stick to
values, Truthful.



Objective Effectiveness: Getting what you want or need.

Relationship Effectiveness: Maintaining relationships and building positive
connections.

Self-Respect Effectiveness: Maintaining self-respect and your own values.

These skills empower individuals to communicate their needs clearly, set boundaries, and
engage in relationships in a way that is both respectful of themselves and others.

How DBT Addresses BPD Symptoms

Dialectical Behavior Therapy offers a structured and skill-based approach to managing the
core difficulties experienced by individuals with Borderline Personality Disorder. By
targeting specific symptom clusters, DBT aims to reduce the severity and frequency of
problematic behaviors and emotional experiences.

Reducing Suicidal Ideation and Self-Harm

One of the primary goals of DBT is to reduce suicidal behavior and self-harming actions.
Distress tolerance skills, in particular, provide immediate coping mechanisms for intense
emotional pain, offering alternatives to self-destructive urges. The focus on validation and
acceptance also helps to reduce the shame and isolation that often accompany these
behaviors.

Improving Emotional Regulation

The emotion regulation module directly addresses the intense mood swings and emotional
reactivity characteristic of BPD. By teaching individuals to identify, understand, and
modify their emotional responses, DBT helps to create a more stable internal experience.
This can lead to fewer impulsive decisions driven by overwhelming emotions.

Enhancing Interpersonal Relationships

Difficulties in relationships are a hallmark of BPD. The interpersonal effectiveness skills
module equips individuals with the tools to communicate their needs more effectively, set
healthy boundaries, and manage conflict constructively. This leads to more stable and
fulfilling relationships, reducing the fear of abandonment and the cycle of idealization and
devaluation.



Developing a Stable Sense of Self

Chronic feelings of emptiness and an unstable sense of self are challenging for many with
BPD. Through mindfulness and the consistent application of skills, individuals begin to
understand their internal experiences more clearly. This self-awareness, combined with
the ability to act in line with their values (rather than being dictated by emotions), can
foster a more stable and integrated sense of self.

Who Can Benefit from DBT for Borderline
Personality Disorder?

While DBT was initially developed for Borderline Personality Disorder, its principles and
skills can be beneficial for a range of individuals experiencing significant emotional
dysregulation and interpersonal difficulties.

Individuals with Borderline Personality Disorder

DBT is considered a gold-standard treatment for BPD. It is particularly effective for
individuals who struggle with:

Chronic suicidal ideation or attempts.

Recurrent self-harming behaviors (e.g., cutting, burning).

Intense and rapidly shifting emotions.

Unstable and tumultuous relationships.

Impulsive behaviors (e.g., substance abuse, reckless spending).

Feelings of emptiness and identity disturbance.

Other Populations

Beyond BPD, DBT has demonstrated efficacy in treating other conditions, including:

Individuals with chronic suicidality and self-harming behaviors who do not meet full
BPD criteria.

Eating disorders, such as bulimia nervosa and binge-eating disorder, where



emotional regulation is impaired.

Substance use disorders, especially when co-occurring with other mental health
conditions.

Depression and anxiety disorders with significant emotional dysregulation.

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and Complex PTSD.

The common thread is the presence of significant difficulties in managing emotions,
tolerating distress, and maintaining stable relationships.

The DBT Treatment Model

A comprehensive DBT program is multifaceted and typically involves several key
components working together to support the client's recovery. This integrated approach is
designed to address the complexity of BPD comprehensively.

Individual Therapy

In individual therapy, clients work one-on-one with a DBT-trained therapist. This is where
the skills learned in group are generalized to the client's specific life problems. The
therapist helps the client identify triggers for dysregulation, troubleshoot skill use, and
reinforce progress. Problem-solving and behavioral analysis of specific events are common
in these sessions.

Skills Training Group

Skills training groups are the educational component of DBT. Led by a therapist, these
groups typically meet weekly for about two hours and focus on teaching the mindfulness,
distress tolerance, emotion regulation, and interpersonal effectiveness skills. Group
members learn the skills, practice them, and provide feedback on their use.

Phone Coaching

Phone coaching is a unique component of DBT designed to provide in-the-moment support
between therapy sessions. Clients can call their therapist or a member of the DBT team
when facing a crisis or struggling to use skills in a real-life situation. The coaching focuses
on helping the client use their DBT skills effectively to navigate the challenging situation.



Consultation Team

For therapists, participation in a consultation team is a mandatory component of
delivering DBT effectively. This team, comprised of other DBT therapists, provides
support, guidance, and problem-solving for therapists working with challenging cases. It
helps prevent therapist burnout and ensures adherence to DBT principles.

Evidence for the Effectiveness of DBT for BPD

The effectiveness of Dialectical Behavior Therapy for Borderline Personality Disorder is
well-established through extensive research. Numerous studies have demonstrated its
significant positive impact on reducing symptoms and improving the quality of life for
individuals with BPD.

Key Research Findings

Randomized controlled trials (RCTs) have consistently shown that DBT leads to significant
reductions in:

Suicidal ideation and behavior.

Self-harming acts.

Hospitalizations.

Anger and impulsivity.

Depressive symptoms and anxiety.

Furthermore, DBT has been shown to improve:

Interpersonal functioning and relationship stability.

Emotional regulation and coping skills.

Overall quality of life and functioning.

Reduced drug and alcohol use.

Meta-analyses of these studies confirm that DBT is a highly effective treatment for BPD,
with effects that are often sustained over time.



Finding a DBT Program

Securing a place in a DBT program requires a proactive approach. Given the specialized
nature of the therapy, not all mental health clinics offer comprehensive DBT.

Steps to Finding a Program

Consult Your Doctor or Therapist: Your primary care physician or current1.
therapist can be an excellent starting point for referrals to qualified DBT providers.

Check Online Directories: Reputable mental health organizations and DBT-specific2.
websites often have directories of certified DBT programs and therapists.

Contact Mental Health Centers: Local community mental health centers or3.
hospitals may offer DBT services or can direct you to available resources.

Inquire About Program Components: When you find a potential program, ask4.
about the structure of the treatment, including individual therapy, skills group, and
phone coaching availability.

Verify Therapist Qualifications: Ensure that the therapists are trained and5.
experienced in delivering DBT, ideally with specific certification.

Be prepared that there may be waiting lists for comprehensive DBT programs due to high
demand, but the commitment to this evidence-based treatment can lead to profound
improvements in managing Borderline Personality Disorder.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the core components of Dialectical Behavior
Therapy (DBT) for Borderline Personality Disorder
(BPD)?
DBT for BPD typically involves four core skill modules: mindfulness, distress tolerance,
emotion regulation, and interpersonal effectiveness. It also includes individual therapy,
phone coaching between sessions, and a consultation team for therapists.

How does mindfulness contribute to managing BPD
symptoms within DBT?
Mindfulness in DBT teaches individuals to pay attention to the present moment non-
judgmentally. This helps them observe their thoughts, feelings, and urges without



immediately acting on them, providing a crucial space for more adaptive responses rather
than impulsive reactions.

What are the primary goals of distress tolerance skills
in DBT for BPD?
Distress tolerance skills aim to help individuals cope with intense emotional pain and
overwhelming situations without making them worse. Techniques include self-soothing,
distraction, improving the moment, and accepting reality as it is.

How does DBT help individuals with BPD improve their
emotion regulation?
Emotion regulation skills in DBT focus on understanding emotions, reducing emotional
vulnerability, and increasing positive emotional experiences. This involves identifying
emotional triggers, changing unwanted emotions, and building mastery over one's
emotional responses.

What is the role of interpersonal effectiveness in DBT
for BPD?
Interpersonal effectiveness skills teach individuals how to build and maintain healthy
relationships while respecting their own needs and boundaries, as well as those of others.
This includes learning to say no, ask for what they want, and manage conflict
constructively.

Is DBT a long-term or short-term treatment for BPD?
DBT is generally considered an intensive, medium-term treatment. While initial skill-
building might take several months, individuals often engage in therapy for a year or more
to consolidate skills and address underlying issues.

What kind of commitment is typically expected from
someone undergoing DBT for BPD?
A significant commitment is expected, including attending weekly individual therapy
sessions, weekly skills training group sessions, and utilizing phone coaching for immediate
support between sessions when needed. Active participation and practice of skills are
crucial.

What are the key differences between standard DBT and
DBT-informed therapy for BPD?
Standard DBT is a comprehensive program including all the core components mentioned.
DBT-informed therapy incorporates DBT principles and some skills into other therapeutic
modalities but may not include all the structured elements like skills groups and phone
coaching. Standard DBT is generally considered more effective for individuals with severe



BPD symptoms.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) for Borderline
Personality Disorder (BPD), each beginning with the italicized tag:

1. The Dialectical Behavior Therapy Skills Workbook for BPD: Practical Exercises for
Managing Intense Emotions and Improving Relationships
This workbook offers a hands-on approach to learning and practicing the core skills of
DBT. It breaks down complex concepts into digestible exercises designed to help
individuals with BPD manage emotional dysregulation, improve interpersonal
effectiveness, and build a life worth living. Users can engage with guided activities to
cultivate mindfulness, distress tolerance, emotion regulation, and interpersonal
effectiveness.

2. Mind Over Mood: Change How You Feel by Changing the Way You Think
While not exclusively about BPD or DBT, this book is a foundational text in cognitive
behavioral therapy (CBT), which shares some overlap with DBT's emphasis on changing
thought patterns. It provides practical strategies for identifying and challenging negative
or unhelpful thoughts that contribute to emotional distress. The book's accessible
exercises help readers develop a more balanced and positive perspective on their
experiences.

3. DBT Skills Training Manual: All Behavior Disorders
This comprehensive manual is designed for clinicians and therapists who are
implementing DBT. It provides detailed protocols, treatment planning guidelines, and
reproducible handouts for delivering DBT effectively to individuals with various emotional
and behavioral challenges, including BPD. The book serves as an essential resource for
understanding the theoretical underpinnings and practical application of DBT.

4. DBT Made Simple: A Practical Guide to Understanding and Applying Dialectical
Behavior Therapy
This book aims to demystify DBT for both individuals seeking therapy and those curious
about its principles. It offers a clear and straightforward explanation of the core
components of DBT, including the four skills modules and the philosophical underpinnings
of dialectics. The author makes the therapy accessible, providing practical examples and
advice for incorporating DBT principles into daily life.

5. Get Me Out of Here: What to Do When You're Having a Bad Day
This book focuses on practical, in-the-moment coping strategies, aligning with DBT's
distress tolerance skills. It offers a collection of actionable techniques that individuals can
use to navigate overwhelming emotions and difficult situations without resorting to
maladaptive behaviors. The focus is on immediate relief and building resilience when
facing intense distress.

6. DBT Skills Coaching: A Guide for Therapists and Coaches
This resource is tailored for professionals who are providing coaching and support to
individuals undergoing DBT treatment. It outlines effective strategies for coaching clients
through the DBT skills, helping them to apply these techniques in real-world situations.



The book emphasizes the importance of consistent practice and skill reinforcement for
successful outcomes.

7. Dialectical Behavior Therapy for Borderline Personality Disorder: A Guide to Treatment
This book provides a thorough overview of DBT specifically for the treatment of BPD. It
delves into the theoretical framework, the stages of treatment, and the essential
components of a DBT program. The authors explain how DBT addresses the core features
of BPD, such as emotional instability, impulsivity, and interpersonal difficulties.

8. The Dialectical Behavior Therapy Primer
This primer offers a concise introduction to the fundamental concepts and principles of
DBT. It is designed for those new to the therapy, providing a clear and accessible overview
of its core skills and therapeutic approach. The book serves as an excellent starting point
for understanding the philosophy and practice of DBT.

9. DBT Skills for Teens: A Practical Workbook for Managing Emotions and Building
Healthier Relationships
This workbook is specifically designed for adolescents struggling with emotional
regulation and interpersonal challenges, often related to BPD traits. It translates DBT
skills into language and activities that are relevant and engaging for teenagers. The book
empowers young people to develop healthier coping mechanisms and build more positive
relationships.
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