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Living  with  borderline
personality  disorder
(BPD)  often  feels  like
being on an emotional
roller  coaster  with  no
brakes.  Intense  mood
swings,  turbulent

relationships, a chronic
sense  of  emptiness,
a n d  i m p u l s i v e
behaviors  can  make
daily  life  exhausting.
For  years,  BPD  was
considered  difficult  to
t r e a t ,  b u t  t h e
d e v e l o p m e n t  o f
dialectical  behavior
therapy  for  borderline
personality  disorder
has  transformed  the
landscape  of  mental
health care. Created by
p s y c h o l o g i s t  D r .
Marsha Linehan in the
late 1980s, DBT is now
recognized as the gold-
standard,  evidence-

https://remodelicious.com/


2

2 Dialectical Behavior Therapy For
Borderline Personality Disorder

2024-09-17

based  treatment  for
BPD.  This  article  offers
a deep dive into what
m a k e s  D B T  s o
effective, how it works,
and  what  you  can
e x p e c t  f r o m  t h e
process.

WHAT IS
DIALECTICAL
BEHAVIOR
THERAPY?

At  its  core,  dialectical
behavior  therapy  is  a
specialized  form  of
cognitive-behavioral
therapy  (CBT)  that
e m p h a s i z e s  t h e
ba lance  be tween
a c c e p t a n c e  a n d
change.  The  word
"dialectical"  refers  to
the  integrat ion  of
opposites—specifically,
the therapist and client
work  together  to  hold
t w o  s e e m i n g l y
opposing  truths:  you
are doing the best you
can,  and you need to
do better to build a life

worth  l iv ing .  Th is
philosophy is central to
DBT and sets  it  apart
from  other  treatment
approaches.
DBT  was  developed
specifically  for
i n d i v i d u a l s  w i t h
borderline  personality
disorder  who  often
experience  chronic
suicidality,  self-harm,
and extreme emotional
sensitivity.  Traditional
CBT  sometimes  fell
s h o r t  f o r  t h i s
population  because
clients  felt  invalidated
when asked to change
behaviors  without  first
hav ing  the i r  pa in
acknowledged.  DBT
bridges  this  gap  by
combining  strategies
f o r  e m o t i o n a l
regulation  with  deep
v a l i d a t i o n  o f  t h e
client's experience.
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The Four
Core
Modules

of DBT
Dialectical  behavior
therapy  for  borderline
personality  disorder  is
structured around four
primary  skill  modules.
Clients  typically  learn
and  practice  these
skills in a combination
of  individual  therapy
a n d  g r o u p  s k i l l s
training  sessions.

MINDFULNESS

Mindfulness  is  the
foundation  of  all  DBT
sk i l l s .  I t  invo lves
learning to live in the
p r e s e n t  m o m e n t
without  judgment.  For
someone with BPD, the
mind  often  jumps  to
c a t a s t r o p h i c

predictions  about  the
future or ruminates on
past hurts. Mindfulness
he lps  g round  the
individual  in  the  here
and  now,  making  it
easier to choose a wise
response  rather  than
reacting  impulsively.
Core mindfulness skills
include  observing,
d e s c r i b i n g ,  a n d
participating  fully  in
the  moment.

DISTRESS
TOLERANCE

When  emotional  pain
feels  unbearable,  the
u r g e  t o  a c t
impulsively—whether
through  self-harm,
substance  use,  or
reckless behavior—can
be  overwhelming.
Distress tolerance skills
p rov ide  t oo l s  f o r
surv iv ing  a  c r i s i s
without  making  things
worse. Techniques like
s e l f - s o o t h i n g ,
distraction, and radical
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acceptance  teach
clients  that  emotions
are temporary and do
not  have  to  dictate
actions.  These  skills
are  literally  life-saving
for  many  people  with
BPD.

EMOTION
REGULATION

I n d i v i d u a l s  w i t h
borderline  personality
d i s o r d e r  o f t e n
experience  emotions
more intensely and for
longer  periods  than
others.  The  emotion
regulation  module
helps  clients  identify
and  label  emotions,
unde r s tand  wha t
triggers  them,  and
reduce vulnerability to
negative  emotional
states.  Skills  such  as
" o p p o s i t e
a c t i o n " — a c t i n g
opposite  to  the  urge
that a painful emotion
creates—can  gradually
rewire  the  bra in 's

automatic responses.

INTERPERSONAL
EFFECTIVENESS

Relationships  are  a
major struggle for most
people  with  BPD.  The
i n t e r p e r s o n a l
effectiveness  module
teaches  sk i l l s  fo r
asking  for  what  you
need,  saying  no  to
unwanted  requests,
and  navigating  conflict
while maintaining self-
r e s p e c t  a n d
s t r e n g t h e n i n g
relationships.  These
skil ls  are  rooted  in
assert iveness  and
balance, helping clients
m o v e  b e t w e e n
extremes  of  passive
s u b m i s s i o n  a n d
aggressive demands.

HOW DBT DIFFERS
FROM OTHER
THERAPIES

While  there  are  many
effective  therapies  for
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m e n t a l  h e a l t h
conditions,  dialectical
behavior  therapy  for
borderline  personality
disorder  is  unique  in
several respects. First,
DBT  places  a  strong
e m p h a s i s  o n  t h e
t h e r a p e u t i c
relationship. Therapists
are  expected  to  be
warm,  validating,  and
avai lable  between
sess ions  th rough
phone  coaching  when
c l ients  need  he lp
applying skills  in  real-
time.  Second,  DBT  is
highly  structured.
Treatment  typically
i n v o l v e s  w e e k l y
individual  therapy
sessions, weekly group
skills  training,  and  a
consultation  team  for
therapists  to  prevent
burnout.  Third,  DBT
prioritizes  the  most
dangerous  behaviors
first.  If  a  client  is
actively  suicidal  or
engaging in self-harm,

t h o s e  b e h a v i o r s
become the immediate
focus  of  treatment
before  addressing
other  l i fe  issues.

The Role
of
Validation
in DBT
V a l i d a t i o n  i s  a
cornerstone  of  DBT.
Therapists  are  trained
to communicate that a
client's  emotions  and
responses make sense
given their history and
current  circumstances.
This  does  not  mean
condoning  harmful
behaviors;  rather,  it
means  acknowledging
the pain behind them.
For a person with BPD,
who  may  have  grown
up  in  an  invalidating
environment  where



6

6 Dialectical Behavior Therapy For
Borderline Personality Disorder

2024-09-17

their  feelings  were
dismissed or punished,
receiving  genuine
va l idat ion  can  be
deeply  healing.  Over
time,  clients  learn  to
validate  themselves,
r e d u c i n g  t h e i r
d e p e n d e n c e  o n
external  approval.

Dialectica
l
Strategie
s
T h e  t h e r a p e u t i c
p rocess  i n  DBT  i s
inherently  dialectical.
T h e  t h e r a p i s t
constantly  balances
pushing  for  change
with  accepting  the
client  exactly  as  they
are.  For  example,  a
therapist might say, "I
k n o w  i t  f e e l s
impossible  to  tolerate

this sadness right now,
and  I  also  know  you
have  the  strength  to
use your skills and get
t h r o u g h  i t . "  T h i s
approach helps clients
develop  flexibility  in
their thinking, which is
often  r igid  in  BPD.
Learning  to  hold  two
opposing ideas at once
reduces  black-and-
wh i te  th ink ing ,  a
hallmark  symptom  of
the disorder.

SCIENTIFIC
EVIDENCE
SUPPORTING DBT
FOR BPD

Numerous  randomized
controlled  trials  have
demonstrated  the
effectiveness  of
dialectical  behavior
therapy  for  borderline
personality  disorder.
Studies show that DBT
significantly  reduces
suicide  attempts,  self-
h a r m ,  a n d
h o s p i t a l i z a t i o n s
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c o m p a r e d  t o
treatment-as-usual  or
o t h e r  t h e r a p i e s .
Outcome research also
i n d i c a t e s
improvements  i n
depression,  anxiety,
anger,  and  overal l
functioning. One of the
m o s t  c o m p e l l i n g
findings  is  that  DBT
helps  people  stay  in
treatment;  dropout
rates are notably lower
t h a n  i n  o t h e r
modalities,  likely  due
to  the  emphasis  on
val idation  and  the
structured  support
system.
Long-term  follow-up
studies  suggest  that
gains made in DBT are
maintained years after
treatment ends. This is
crucial  for  a  condition
like  BPD,  which  was
once  thought  to  be
nearly  intractable.
Whi le  DBT  is  not  a
c u r e ,  i t  e q u i p s
indiv iduals  wi th  a

toolkit they can use for
the rest of their lives to
manage symptoms and
bu i ld  mean ing fu l
relationships.

WHAT TO EXPECT
IN A DBT
PROGRAM

A  s t a n d a r d  D B T
program  lasts  about
one  year,  though  the
l e n g t h  c a n  v a r y
d e p e n d i n g  o n
ind iv idua l  needs .
C l i en t s  t yp i ca l l y
commit  to  week ly
individual  sessions
where  they  discuss
their experiences, work
on  applying  skills  to
specific  challenges,
a n d  a d d r e s s  a n y
barriers  to  progress.
The weekly group skills
t ra in ing  sess ion ,
usually two to two and
a  half  hours  long,  is
structured like a class
where  new  skills  are
i n t r o d u c e d  a n d
practiced through role-
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playing and homework
assignments.
Between  sessions,
clients are encouraged
to  call  their  therapist
for  phone  coaching
w h e n  t h e y  a r e
struggling to use their
skills. This is a unique
feature  of  DBT  that
he lps  gene ra l i ze
learn ing  f rom  the
therapy  room to  real-
world  situations.  The
therapist is also part of
a  consultation  team,
meeting regularly with
other DBT therapists to
stay grounded, receive
support,  and  ensure
they are providing the
best care possible.

Who Is a
Good
Candidat

e for
DBT?
Dialectical  behavior
therapy  for  borderline
personality  disorder  is
d e s i g n e d  f o r
i n d i v i d u a l s  w h o
experience  chronic
e m o t i o n a l
d y s r e g u l a t i o n ,
impulsive  behaviors,
a n d  r e l a t i o n s h i p
i n s t a b i l i t y .  I t  i s
particularly  indicated
for those with a history
of  self-harm,  suicide
attempts,  or  multiple
p s y c h i a t r i c
hospitalizations.  DBT
can  also  be  effective
for  people  with  co-
occurring  conditions
such as substance use
d isorders ,  eat ing
disorders,  and  PTSD,
provided  these  issues
are  addressed  within
the  DBT  framework.
However, DBT requires
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a  significant
commitment  of  time
a n d  e n e r g y ,  s o
motivation to change is
an important factor  in
success.

CRITICISMS AND
LIMITATIONS

No therapy is  perfect,
a n d  D B T  h a s  i t s
limitations.  The  time
commitment can be a
barrier for people with
d e m a n d i n g  j o b s ,
c a r e g i v i n g
responsibilities,  or
limited  financial
resources.  Although
DBT  is  increasingly
avai lable,  i t  is  not
offered  in  all
communit ies ,  and
finding  a  trained
t h e r a p i s t  c a n  b e
c h a l l e n g i n g .
Additionally,  some
critics  argue  that  the
structured  nature  of
DBT may feel rigid for
cl ients  who  prefer
more  exploratory  or

i n s i g h t - o r i e n t e d
approaches.  It  is  also
worth noting that DBT
w a s  o r i g i n a l l y
developed for  women,
and while it is effective
for men and nonbinary
indiv iduals ,  some
research  suggests
further adaptation may
be  beneficial  for
diverse  populations.
There  is  also  ongoing
debate about  the role
of  the  therapeutic
relationship  in  DBT.
While  phone  coaching
a n d  t h e r a p i s t
a v a i l a b i l i t y  a r e
strengths,  they  can
a l s o  c r e a t e
dependency  i f  not
managed  carefully.
Skilled  DBT  therapists
are trained to balance
a v a i l a b i l i t y  w i t h
encouraging  client
autonomy.

INTEGRATING DBT
WITH OTHER
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TREATMENTS

For  many  individuals,
dialectical  behavior
therapy  for  borderline
personality  disorder
works best as part of a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
t r e a t m e n t  p l a n .
Medication  is  often
prescribed  to  address
co-occurring conditions
such  as  depression,
anx ie ty ,  o r  mood
instabil ity,  though
there is no medication
specifically  approved
for  BPD  itself.  Some
clients  benefit  from
additional  therapeutic
approaches,  such  as
t r a u m a - f o c u s e d
therapy for  underlying
PTSD, once they have
stabilized  using  DBT
s k i l l s .  F a m i l y
involvement  can  also
be  helpful,  with  some
programs  offering
family skills training to
i m p r o v e
communication  and

reduce  conflict  at
home.

FINDING A DBT
THERAPIST

Given  that  DBT  is  a
highly  special ized
t r e a t m e n t ,  i t  i s
essential  to  find  a
therapist  who  has
completed  intensive
training and adheres to
the  DBT  model.  Look
for  providers  who  are
m e m b e r s  o f  t h e
B e h a v i o r a l  T e c h
Institute  or  who  have
certification  through  a
r e c o g n i z e d  D B T
training program. Many
therapists  offer  a  free
initial  consultation,
which  can  be  a  good
opportunity  to  ask
about  their  training,
the  structure  of  their
program,  and  their
experience  treating
BPD.  Telehealth  has
also  expanded  access
to  DBT ,  mak ing  i t
possible  to  participate
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in  skills  groups  and
individual  sessions
from  home.
When  searching  for  a
therapist,  consider
asking  the  following
questions: What is your
training in DBT? Do you
provide  individual
therapy,  group  skills
training,  and  phone
coaching? Are you part
of  a  DBT  consultation
team?  How  do  you
handle crises? What is
you r  approach  to
balancing  validation
a n d  c h a n g e ?  A
c o m p e t e n t  D B T
therapist  will  answer
these questions clearly
and openly.

THE BROADER
IMPACT OF DBT

Beyond  borderl ine
personality  disorder,
dialectical  behavior
therapy  has  been
adapted  for  a  wide
range  of  conditions,
including  depression,

binge  eating  disorder,
substance  abuse,  and
even  ADHD  in  adults.
The skills taught in DBT
a r e  u n i v e r s a l l y
valuable for  managing
stress  and  improving
relationships.  Many
people  who  complete
DBT report not only a
reduction in symptoms
but a fundamental shift
in  how they  relate  to
themselves and others.
They learn that pain is
i n e v i t a b l e ,  b u t
suffering  is  optional.
They  discover  that
emotions,  even  the
most painful ones, can
b e  t o l e r a t e d  a n d
understood rather than
feared and avoided.

CONCLUSION

Dialectical  behavior
therapy  for  borderline
personality  disorder
represents  a  profound
a d v a n c e m e n t  i n
m e n t a l  h e a l t h
t r e a t m e n t .  B y
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balancing  acceptance
and change,  providing
s t ruc tu red  sk i l l s
t r a i n i n g ,  a n d
p r i o r i t i z i n g  t h e
t h e r a p e u t i c
relationship, DBT offers
hope  to  individuals
who  have  often  been
to ld  they  are  " too
difficult" to treat. While
the  journey  through
DBT requires  courage,

commitment, and hard
work,  the rewards are
substantial:  a life with
m o r e  s t a b i l i t y ,
healthier  relationships,
and a genuine sense of
meaning.  I f  you  or
someone  you  love  is
struggling  with  BPD,
finding  a  qualified  DBT
therapist could be the
first  step  toward
building  a  life  worth
living.


