doing dialectical behavior therapy

Doing Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) is a structured therapeutic approach
designed to help individuals manage intense emotions, improve interpersonal
relationships, and develop coping strategies. Originally developed by Dr.
Marsha Linehan in the late 1980s for individuals with borderline personality
disorder (BPD), DBT is now widely used to treat various mental health issues,
including depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).
This article will explore the principles of DBT, its core components, and how
individuals can effectively engage in this therapeutic process.

Understanding Dialectical Behavior Therapy

Dialectical Behavior Therapy is rooted in cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT)
but incorporates mindfulness and acceptance strategies, emphasizing the
balance between acceptance and change. The term "dialectical" refers to the
idea of finding a balance between opposing forces, such as acceptance and
change or emotion and logic. DBT aims to help individuals create a life worth
living by teaching them skills to regulate their emotions, tolerate distress,
and improve their relationships.

Key Principles of DBT

1. Dialectics: The core of DBT is the concept of dialectics, which means that
two opposite ideas can coexist. In therapy, this translates to the idea that
individuals can accept their emotions and situations while also working to
change them.

2. Validation: DBT emphasizes the importance of validating an individual’s
feelings and experiences. By acknowledging and accepting emotions, clients
can better understand their pain and learn to cope with it effectively.

3. Mindfulness: Practicing mindfulness is a crucial aspect of DBT. It
involves being present in the moment, observing thoughts and feelings without
judgment, and developing a greater awareness of one's experiences.

4. Behavior Change: While acceptance is vital, DBT also focuses on changing

unhelpful behaviors. Clients learn skills that promote healthier responses to
emotional distress.

Core Components of DBT

DBT is typically structured into four main components, each designed to



address specific areas of emotional and behavioral difficulties.

1. Individual Therapy

In individual therapy sessions, clients work one-on-one with a trained DBT
therapist to address personal issues and apply DBT skills to their lives. The
therapist provides support, guidance, and feedback, helping the client set
goals and develop strategies for change.

2. Skills Training Groups

Skills training groups offer a structured environment for clients to learn
and practice DBT skills. These groups typically meet weekly and focus on four
main skill modules:

- Mindfulness: Skills that enhance awareness and presence in the moment.

- Distress Tolerance: Techniques to cope with crises and manage emotional
pain without resorting to harmful behaviors.

- Emotion Regulation: Strategies to identify, understand, and manage intense
emotions.

- Interpersonal Effectiveness: Skills to improve communication and build
healthier relationships.

3. Phone Coaching

DBT includes a unique component called phone coaching, where clients can
contact their therapists between sessions for support during crises. This
helps individuals apply DBT skills in real-time and reinforces their
learning.

4. Consultation Team

DBT therapists often participate in consultation teams to enhance their
skills and provide consistent care. These teams allow therapists to share
experiences, discuss challenges, and support one another in delivering
effective DBT.

How to Engage in DBT

Engaging in DBT involves a commitment to the process and an openness to
learning and applying new skills. Here are steps to effectively participate



in DBT:

1. Find a Qualified DBT Therapist

The first step in doing DBT is to find a therapist trained in the modality.
Look for practitioners who have completed a DBT training program and have
experience working with individuals with similar issues.

2. Commit to the Process

DBT is often a long-term therapy, requiring a commitment of several months or
even years. Commit to attending individual therapy sessions, skills training
groups, and engaging in phone coaching when needed.

3. Practice Skills Regularly

To see improvement, clients must practice DBT skills outside of therapy
sessions. This includes:

- Keeping a journal to track emotions and responses.
- Regularly practicing mindfulness exercises.

- Using distress tolerance techniques in challenging situations.
- Implementing interpersonal effectiveness strategies in daily interactions.

4. Be Open to Feedback

Therapy is a collaborative process, and being open to feedback from your
therapist can enhance your growth. Constructive criticism and support can
help identify areas for improvement and encourage skill application.

5. Set Goals

Work with your therapist to set realistic and achievable goals. Setting
small, measurable objectives can help you track progress and stay motivated
throughout the therapy process.

Challenges in DBT

While DBT can be highly effective, individuals may face challenges during the



therapeutic process. Recognizing these challenges is essential for overcoming
obstacles.

1. Emotional Resistance

Some individuals may struggle with accepting their emotions or feel
overwhelmed by them. This resistance can hinder progress. It is crucial to
work through these feelings with the therapist and practice mindfulness to
observe emotions without judgment.

2. Commitment to Change

DBT requires a strong commitment to making changes in behavior and thought
patterns. Individuals may find it difficult to step out of their comfort
zones. Emphasizing the long-term benefits of change can help maintain
motivation.

3. Skill Retention

Learning new skills is one part of DBT; retaining and applying them in real-
life situations can be challenging. Regular practice and utilizing resources
such as worksheets or support groups can aid in skill retention.

Conclusion

Doing Dialectical Behavior Therapy can be a transformative experience for
those struggling with intense emotions and relationship difficulties. By
understanding the principles of DBT, engaging in its core components, and
actively practicing the skills learned, individuals can develop a better
understanding of themselves and their emotions. Though challenges may arise,
the commitment to the process and the support of a qualified therapist can
lead to significant positive changes in one’s life. As individuals learn to
balance acceptance and change, they can create a life that is truly worth
living.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary goal of Dialectical Behavior



Therapy (DBT)?

The primary goal of DBT is to help individuals manage their emotions, improve
interpersonal relationships, and develop coping strategies to deal with
stress and distressing situations.

Who can benefit from Dialectical Behavior Therapy?

DBT is particularly effective for individuals with Borderline Personality
Disorder, but it can also benefit those suffering from depression, anxiety,
PTSD, and other mood disorders.

What are the main components of DBT?

DBT consists of four main components: mindfulness, distress tolerance,
emotional regulation, and interpersonal effectiveness.

How does mindfulness play a role in DBT?

Mindfulness in DBT helps individuals become more aware of their thoughts and
feelings in the present moment, allowing them to respond to situations more
effectively rather than reacting impulsively.

What is a dialectical approach in DBT?

A dialectical approach in DBT involves balancing opposites, such as
acceptance and change, to help individuals find a middle ground and improve
their emotional well-being.

How long does DBT treatment typically last?

DBT treatment typically lasts for about 6 months to a year, depending on the
individual’s needs and progress, but some may continue for longer.

Can DBT be conducted in a group setting?

Yes, DBT can be conducted in both individual and group settings, with skills
training often done in groups to foster social support and practice.

What skills are taught in DBT?

DBT teaches various skills, including emotion regulation, distress tolerance
techniques, effective communication strategies, and interpersonal
relationship skills.
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