
dialectical behavior therapy for anxiety
Dialectical Behavior Therapy for Anxiety is an innovative therapeutic approach that combines
cognitive-behavioral techniques with mindfulness practices, initially developed to treat borderline
personality disorder. However, its applications have expanded significantly, and it has been found to
be effective in managing various forms of anxiety disorders. This article delves into the principles of
dialectical behavior therapy (DBT), its application in treating anxiety, techniques employed, and its
effectiveness compared to other therapeutic methods.

Understanding Dialectical Behavior Therapy

Dialectical Behavior Therapy was developed by psychologist Marsha Linehan in the late 1980s. The
term "dialectical" refers to the synthesis of opposites, highlighting the balance between acceptance
and change. DBT emphasizes the importance of validating a person's feelings while also encouraging
them to work towards positive change.

Core Components of DBT

DBT can be broken down into four key components:

1. Mindfulness: This is the foundational skill of DBT, teaching individuals to focus on the present
moment without judgment. Mindfulness helps in recognizing and accepting feelings of anxiety as
they arise.

2. Distress Tolerance: This component equips individuals with skills to manage crises and tolerate
painful emotions. It focuses on accepting the distressing situation rather than trying to change it
immediately.

3. Emotional Regulation: DBT teaches individuals how to manage and change intense emotions that
are causing problems in their lives. This is particularly useful for those who experience anxiety as a
result of overwhelming emotions.

4. Interpersonal Effectiveness: This module focuses on improving communication skills, helping
individuals express their needs and manage relationships more effectively, which can reduce anxiety
stemming from social interactions.

How DBT Addresses Anxiety

Anxiety can manifest in various forms, including generalized anxiety disorder, panic disorder, social
anxiety, and specific phobias. DBT offers a structured approach to address these conditions through
its unique blend of acceptance and change strategies.



Validation and Acceptance

One of the primary techniques in DBT is validation, which involves acknowledging a person's
feelings and experiences as real and understandable. For individuals with anxiety, this validation can
be transformative. Instead of feeling ashamed or dismissed for their anxious feelings, they learn that
it is acceptable to feel anxious. This acceptance can reduce the intensity of anxiety and create a safe
space for exploring solutions.

Mindfulness Practices

Mindfulness practices within DBT are essential for managing anxiety. These practices help
individuals observe their anxious thoughts and feelings without becoming overwhelmed. Techniques
commonly used include:

- Deep Breathing: Focusing on breath can help ground individuals during anxiety attacks.
- Body Scan: This practice involves mentally scanning the body for tension and consciously releasing
it.
- Thought Journaling: Writing down anxious thoughts can help individuals separate themselves from
their fears and analyze them more objectively.

Distress Tolerance Skills

DBT teaches specific skills that can help individuals cope with anxiety when it arises. Some of these
include:

- Self-soothing Techniques: Engaging in activities that bring comfort, such as listening to music,
taking a warm bath, or spending time in nature.
- Distraction: Redirecting focus from anxiety-provoking thoughts by engaging in hobbies or tasks.
- Radical Acceptance: Embracing the reality of a situation rather than fighting against it, which can
decrease the suffering associated with anxiety.

Implementing DBT for Anxiety Treatment

DBT can be delivered in various formats, including individual therapy, group skills training, and
phone coaching. Each format plays a crucial role in the overall effectiveness of the therapy.

Individual Therapy

In individual sessions, therapists work closely with clients to identify personal triggers and develop
tailored coping strategies. The therapist can also help the client apply DBT skills to real-life
situations and provide support in crisis moments.



Group Skills Training

Group sessions allow individuals to learn and practice DBT skills in a supportive environment.
Participants can share their experiences, practice interpersonal effectiveness skills, and receive
feedback from both peers and the therapist. This shared learning can significantly enhance the
sense of community and reduce feelings of isolation often associated with anxiety.

Phone Coaching

Phone coaching is a unique aspect of DBT that allows individuals to reach out to their therapist
when they are feeling anxious or overwhelmed. This immediate support can be invaluable for
applying skills in real-time and preventing the escalation of anxiety.

Effectiveness of DBT for Anxiety Disorders

Research has shown that DBT can be effective in treating various anxiety disorders. Here are some
key findings:

- Reduced Symptoms: Studies indicate that individuals undergoing DBT show significant reductions
in anxiety symptoms compared to those receiving standard cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT).
- Improved Functioning: DBT has been associated with improvements in daily functioning and
quality of life for those with anxiety disorders.
- Long-term Benefits: The skills learned through DBT can provide individuals with lifelong tools for
managing anxiety, reducing the likelihood of relapse.

Comparative Effectiveness

While both DBT and CBT are effective for anxiety, they differ in focus. CBT primarily targets
cognitive distortions and behaviors associated with anxiety, while DBT emphasizes emotional
regulation and mindfulness. Research suggests that for individuals with complex emotional issues,
such as those with co-occurring personality disorders or significant emotional dysregulation, DBT
may be more beneficial.

Conclusion

Dialectical Behavior Therapy for anxiety presents a comprehensive approach that integrates
mindfulness, acceptance, and change strategies. By focusing on validating feelings while equipping
individuals with practical skills to manage their anxiety, DBT offers a unique and effective treatment
option. As anxiety continues to affect millions of people worldwide, exploring diverse therapeutic
approaches like DBT is crucial for enhancing mental health and overall well-being. If you or someone
you know is struggling with anxiety, consider seeking out a qualified DBT therapist to explore this
promising treatment option.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) and how does it
relate to anxiety?
Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) is a form of cognitive-behavioral therapy that emphasizes the
psychosocial aspects of treatment. It helps individuals manage emotions, enhance coping skills, and
address anxiety by teaching mindfulness, distress tolerance, emotion regulation, and interpersonal
effectiveness.

Can DBT be effective for treating anxiety disorders?
Yes, DBT can be effective for treating anxiety disorders, especially for individuals who experience
intense emotions or have co-occurring conditions like borderline personality disorder. It helps
patients learn to regulate their emotions, which can reduce anxiety.

What are the core skills taught in DBT that can help with
anxiety?
DBT teaches four core skill sets: Mindfulness (being present in the moment), Distress Tolerance
(coping with crises), Emotion Regulation (understanding and managing emotions), and Interpersonal
Effectiveness (improving communication and relationship skills).

How does mindfulness in DBT help with anxiety?
Mindfulness in DBT helps individuals become more aware of their thoughts and feelings without
judgment, allowing them to observe anxiety-provoking situations without becoming overwhelmed.
This practice can reduce anxiety and increase emotional stability.

What is the difference between DBT and traditional CBT for
anxiety?
While both DBT and CBT are effective for anxiety, DBT places a stronger emphasis on emotional
regulation and interpersonal skills. DBT is particularly suited for individuals with intense emotions
or relationship challenges, whereas traditional CBT focuses more on cognitive restructuring.

Is DBT suitable for everyone with anxiety?
DBT may not be suitable for everyone but can be particularly helpful for those with high emotional
sensitivity, self-harm behaviors, or co-occurring mental health issues. A mental health professional
can help determine the best approach for an individual's needs.

What role does group therapy play in DBT for anxiety?
Group therapy in DBT provides a supportive environment where individuals can practice skills, share
experiences, and receive feedback from peers. This social aspect can enhance learning and
motivation, making it beneficial for managing anxiety.



How long does DBT treatment typically last for anxiety?
DBT treatment for anxiety typically lasts for several months to a year, depending on individual
needs. It often includes weekly therapy sessions and skills training, with the possibility of extending
treatment based on progress and goals.

What are common misconceptions about DBT and anxiety
treatment?
Common misconceptions include the belief that DBT is only for borderline personality disorder or
that it is not effective for anxiety. In reality, DBT's skills can be beneficial for a wide range of
emotional and anxiety-related issues.

How can someone find a DBT therapist for anxiety?
To find a DBT therapist, individuals can search through directories such as the Behavioral Tech
website, consult with their primary care physician, or ask for referrals from mental health
organizations. It's important to ensure the therapist is trained in DBT.
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