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THE
REVOLUTIONARY
THERAPY OF
MARSHA LINEHAN:
UNDERSTANDING
DIALECTICAL
BEHAVIOR
THERAPY

When  Marsha  Linehan
first  introduced
Dialectical  Behavior
Therapy to the world in
the  late  1980s,  she
offered  a  radical  new
approach  to  treating
individuals  who  were
previously  considered
untreatable. Dialectical

Behavior  Therapy
M a r s h a  L i n e h a n
developed  was  born
o u t  o f  h e r  o w n
profound struggles and
her  determination  to
h e l p  o t h e r s  w h o
suffered  as  she  had.
Today,  DBT stands  as
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
empirically  validated
a n d  w i d e l y  u s e d
therapies for emotional
dysregulation,  but  its
origins  remain  deeply
personal.
Marsha  Linehan  is  a
psycho log i s t  and
researcher  a t  the
U n i v e r s i t y  o f
Washington.  What
many  people  do  not
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k n o w  i s  t h a t  s h e
herself  was  once  a
patient in a psychiatric
hospital,  diagnosed
with schizophrenia and
struggling  with  severe
suicidal  ideation.  Her
personal  journey  from
patient  to  pioneering
t h e r a p i s t  g i v e s
Dialectical  Behavior
Therapy  a  credibility
t h a t  f e w  o t h e r
therapeutic  modalities
p o s s e s s .  S h e
understood the pain of
her clients because she
had  l i ved  i t .  Tha t
understanding  shaped
every  aspect  of  DBT.

WHAT IS
DIALECTICAL
BEHAVIOR
THERAPY?

Dialectical  Behavior
Therapy,  commonly
known  as  DBT,  is  a
cognitive-behavioral
t r e a t m e n t  t h a t
e m p h a s i z e s  t h e
psychosocial aspects of

t h e r a p y .  M a r s h a
Linehan  original ly
developed DBT to treat
i n d i v i d u a l s  w i t h
borderline  personality
disorder,  particularly
those  with  chronic
suicidal  thoughts  and
self-harming behaviors.
H o w e v e r ,  i t s
applications have since
expanded  to  include
depression,  anxiety,
eating  disorders,  and
s u b s t a n c e  u s e
disorders.
The  word  dialectical
r e f e r s  t o  t h e
philosophical  concept
of balancing opposites.
In the context of DBT,
the central dialectic is
between  acceptance
and  change.  Marsha
Linehan  realized  that
many  therapeut ic
approaches  focused
exclusively on change,
asking  clients  to  alter
their  thoughts  and
behaviors  without  first
validating  their  pain.
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DBT,  by  cont rast ,
t e a c h e s  t h a t
a c c e p t a n c e  a n d
change  must  work
together.  A  therapist
practicing  Dialectical
Behavior  Therapy
Marsha  Linehan  style
will  validate  a  clients
exper ience  wh i le
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y
encouraging  growth
and  transformation.
This balance creates a
t h e r a p e u t i c
environment  where
clients  feel  seen  and
understood,  yet  are
also  chal lenged  to
develop new skills. It is
a delicate dance, and it
is what makes DBT so
effective  for  people
w h o  h a v e  f e l t
i n v a l i d a t e d  o r
misunderstood  by
previous treatments.

THE FOUR
MODULES OF
DIALECTICAL

BEHAVIOR
THERAPY

M a r s h a  L i n e h a n
structured  Dialectical
Behavior  Therapy
a r o u n d  f o u r  c o r e
modules. Each module
addresses  a  specific
area of emotional and
behavioral  functioning.
These  modules  are
t a u g h t  i n  b o t h
individual  therapy and
group  skills  training
sessions.

1.
Mindfulne
ss
Mindfulness  is  the
foundation  of  DBT.
Marsha  Linehan  drew
f r o m  E a s t e r n
meditation practices to
help  clients  learn  to
stay  present  in  the
moment.  In Dialectical
Behavior  Therapy,



4

4 Dialectical Behavior Therapy Marsha
Linehan

2025-03-15

mindfulness  ski l ls
include  observing,
d e s c r i b i n g ,  a n d
participating  without
judgment. Clients learn
to  focus  on  the  here
and  now,  rather  than
becoming  lost  in  past
reg re t s  o r  f u tu re
anxieties.  This  is  not
about  emptying  the
mind, but about paying
a t t e n t i o n  w i t h
intention.  For  people
w h o  e x p e r i e n c e
o v e r w h e l m i n g
emotions,  mindfulness
offers  a  way  to  pause
before  reacting.

2.
Distress
Tolerance
Life  is  full  of  painful
moments,  and  not  all
p a i n  c a n  b e
immediately  fixed.
Distress tolerance skills

help  clients  survive
crises  without  making
things  worse.  These
s k i l l s  i n c l u d e
techniques  like  self-
soothing,  improving
t h e  m o m e n t ,  a n d
accepting  reality  as  it
is.  Marsha  Linehan
understood  that  many
people  turn  to  self-
harm or substance use
in  moments  of  acute
distress.  Dialectical
Behavior Therapy gives
them  a l te rna t i ve
strategies  to  ride  out
the storm. The goal is
not  to  eliminate  pain,
b u t  t o  e n d u r e  i t
without  resorting  to
destructive  behaviors.

3.
Emotion
Regulatio
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Emotion  regulation
skills  teach  clients  to
u n d e r s t a n d  a n d
m a n a g e  t h e i r
emotional experiences.
Many  individuals  who
enter DBT have never
learned how to identify
what they are feeling,
l e t  a l o n e  h o w  t o
change  unwanted
emot ions.  Marsha
Linehan  designed  this
module to help clients
reduce  emot iona l
vulnerability,  increase
positive  emotional
exper iences ,  and
decrease  emotional
suffering.  Techniques
include  checking  the
facts,  opposite  action,
and  building  mastery.
Over  t ime,  c l ients
become  less  reactive
and  more  resilient.

4.
Interpers
onal
Effectiven
ess
Relationships can be a
source of great joy and
g r e a t  p a i n .
I n t e r p e r s o n a l
effectiveness  skills
help  clients  navigate
relat ionships  with
confidence  and
integr i ty .  Marsha
Linehan  taught  that
people  have  three
g o a l s  i n  a n y
interaction:  getting
w h a t  t h e y  w a n t ,
m a i n t a i n i n g  t h e
re la t ionsh ip ,  and
respecting themselves.
Dialectical  Behavior
Therapy  prov ides
specific  strategies  for
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ask ing  fo r  needs ,
s a y i n g  n o ,  a n d
managing  conflict.
Clients learn to balance
their  own  needs  with
the  needs  of  others,
without  resorting  to
aggression or passivity.

THE STRUCTURE
OF DIALECTICAL
BEHAVIOR
THERAPY

M a r s h a  L i n e h a n
designed  Dialectical
Behavior Therapy to be
a  comprehens ive
treatment that includes
multiple  components.
Unlike  some therapies
that meet once a week,
DBT  typically  involves
weekly  ind iv idual
therapy,  weekly group
skil ls  training,  and
phone coaching for in-
the-moment  support.
T h e r e  i s  a l s o  a
consultation  team  for
therapists,  which  is
unique  to  DBT  and
helps  prevent  burnout

among  c l i n i c i ans
working  with  high-risk
clients.
This  structure  is  not
arb i t rary .  Marsha
Linehan  recognized
that  individuals  who
struggle with emotional
dysregulation  need
consistent,  mult i -
layered  support.  The
group  component
provides  a  classroom-
like  environment  for
l e a r n i n g  s k i l l s .
Individual  therapy
helps  clients  apply
those  skills  to  their
specific life  challenges.
Phone  coaching  offers
real-time  guidance
when  c l ients  face
difficult  situations
between sessions. The
consultat ion  team
ensures that therapists
remain  effective  and
compassionate.
Dialectical  Behavior
T h e r a p y  M a r s h a
Linehan created is also
highly  structured  in
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terms  of  treatment
stages.  Stage  one
focuses  on  stabilizing
the client and reducing
l i f e - t h r e a t e n i n g
behaviors.  Stage  two
a d d r e s s e s  q u i e t
d e s p e r a t i o n  a n d
emotional  avoidance.
Stage  three  he lps
clients  build  ordinary
happiness  and  solve
problems  of  l iving.
Stage  four,  which  is
l e s s  c o m m o n l y
discussed,  focuses  on
finding  deeper
meaning  and  spiritual
connec t i on .  Th i s
s t a g e d  a p p r o a c h
ensures  that  therapy
proceeds  in  a  logical
and safe manner.

WHO CAN BENEFIT
FROM DBT?

While  Marsha  Linehan
initially  developed
Dialectical  Behavior
Therapy for individuals
w i t h  b o r d e r l i n e
personality  disorder,

research has shown its
effectiveness  for  a
w i d e  r a n g e  o f
condit ions.  These
i n c l u d e  b i p o l a r
d i s o r d e r ,  p o s t -
t r a u m a t i c  s t r e s s
disorder,  depression,
a n x i e t y ,  e a t i n g
d i s o r d e r s ,  a n d
s u b s t a n c e  u s e
disorders.  DBT  is  also
increasingly  used with
a d o l e s c e n t s  w h o
struggle with emotional
dysregulation and self-
harm.
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
remarkable  aspects  of
DBT is its success with
clients who have been
labeled  as  difficult  or
noncompliant  by  the
mental  health  system.
Marsha  Linehan  never
accepted the idea that
a n y  p e r s o n  w a s
beyond help.  Her own
history taught her that
recovery  is  possible,
even  for  those  who
have  suffered  deeply.
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Dialectical  Behavior
Therapy embodies that
hope .  I t  does  no t
promise a  life  without
p a i n ,  b u t  i t  d o e s
promise  a  life  worth
living.
Research  s tud ies
consistently  show that
DBT  reduces  suicidal
behavior,  self-harm,
hospitalizations,  and
d r o p o u t  r a t e s
compared  to  other
t r e a t m e n t s .  T h e
evidence base is strong
enough  that  DBT  is
now  considered  the
go ld  s tandard  fo r
treating  borderline
personality  disorder  in
many  par ts  o f  the
world.

THE ROLE OF THE
THERAPIST IN DBT

In  Dialectical  Behavior
T h e r a p y  M a r s h a
Linehan  style,  the
therapist  plays  an
active  and  engaged
role.  The  therapist  is

n o t  a  d e t a c h e d
observer,  but  a  warm
a n d  v a l i d a t i n g
presence  who  also
challenges the client to
grow.  This  requires  a
great deal of skill  and
self-awareness.  The
therapist must be able
to  hold  the  tension
between  acceptance
and  change,  offering
compassion while  also
hold ing  the  c l ient
accountable.
T h e r a p i s t s  w h o
p r a c t i c e  D B T  a r e
expected to participate
in a consultation team.
This  is  not  optional.
M a r s h a  L i n e h a n
u n d e r s t o o d  t h a t
working  with  high-risk
c l i e n t s  c a n  b e
emotionally  draining.
The consultation team
provides  a  space  for
therapists  to  receive
support,  troubleshoot
difficult cases, and stay
true to the DBT model.
It  also  helps  prevent
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the burnout that often
leads  therapists  to
leave  the  field.
Another  distinctive
f e a t u r e  o f  t h e
t h e r a p e u t i c
relationship  in  DBT  is
t h e  e m p h a s i s  o n
dialectical  strategies.
The  therapist  uses
t e c h n i q u e s  l i k e
entering  the  paradox,
using  metaphor,  and
extending the dialectic
to  help  cl ients  see
multiple  perspectives.
The  goal  is  to  help
cl ients  move  from
rigid,  all-or-nothing
thinking  to  a  more
flexible  and  balanced
worldview.

THE EVIDENCE
BEHIND
DIALECTICAL
BEHAVIOR
THERAPY

Marsha  Linehan  was
committed  to  rigorous
research from the very

beginning. She did not
simply  develop  DBT
based  on  intuit ion
alone.  She  conducted
randomized  controlled
t r i a l s  t o  t e s t  i t s
effectiveness.  The  first
major study, published
in  1991,  showed  that
DBT  significantly
r e d u c e d  s u i c i d e
attempts,  self-harm,
and  hospitalizations
compared to treatment
a s  u s u a l .  T h e s e
findings  have  been
replicated in numerous
studies since then.
Neuroimaging research
has also shed light on
h o w  D B T  w o r k s .
Studies  suggest  that
DBT  helps  regulate
a c t i v i t y  i n  t h e
amygdala,  the  brains
emotional center, while
strengthening  the
prefrontal  cortex,
which  is  involved  in
decision-making  and
impulse  control.  This
biological  evidence
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supports  what  clients
and  therapists  have
long known: Dialectical
Behavior  Therapy
changes  the  brain.
The evidence base for
DBT  extends  across
different  populations
and  settings.  It  has
been  successful ly
a d a p t e d  f o r
adolescents,  older
adults,  and individuals
in  forensic  settings.
Marsha  Linehan  and
her  colleagues  have
a l s o  d e v e l o p e d
adaptations for specific
disorders, such as DBT
for  PTSD and DBT for
s u b s t a n c e  u s e
disorders.  The  core
principles  remain  the
same, but the skills are
tailored to the needs of
the  population  being
served.

CRITICISMS AND
LIMITATIONS OF
DBT

No therapy is  perfect,
a n d  D i a l e c t i c a l
Behavior  Therapy
M a r s h a  L i n e h a n
d e v e l o p e d  i s  n o
exception. Some critics
argue that DBT is  too
rigid  in  its  structure
and that the emphasis
on  skills  training  can
feel  formulaic.  Others
point  out  that  DBT
requires  a  significant
t ime  commitment,
which can be a barrier
for  people  with  busy
schedules  or  limited
resources.  The  need
for a consultation team
a l s o  m a k e s  D B T
difficult  to  implement
in settings with limited
staff.
Marsha Linehan herself
acknowledged  these
c h a l l e n g e s  a n d
encouraged  ongoing
a d a p t a t i o n  a n d
refinement  of  the
model. She was never
dogmatic  about  DBT.
She believed in staying
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open to new evidence
and  new  approaches.
In her later years, she
wrote  extensively
about  the  importance
of  flexibility  and
creativity  in  therapy,
while  still  maintaining
fidelity  to  the  core
principles  of  DBT.
Another  limitation  is
that DBT is not always
access ib le .  Many
communi t ies  lack
trained DBT therapists,
a n d  i n s u r a n c e
c o v e r a g e  c a n  b e
inconsistent.  Marsha
Linehan advocated for
expanding  access  to
DBT  and  for  training
more therapists in the
model.  She  believed
that no one should be
denied  effective
treatment  because  of
geography or economic
circumstances.

CONCLUSION

Marsha  L inehan 's
contribution to the field

of  mental  health  is
immeasurable.  She
took  her  own  suffering
and transformed it into
a  therapy  that  has
saved  countless  lives.
Dialectical  Behavior
T h e r a p y  M a r s h a
Linehan  created  is
more  than  a  set  of
techniques.  I t  is  a
philosophy of  balance,
compassion, and hope.
It teaches that we can
accept ourselves as we
are while also working
to  change.  It  reminds
us  that  even  in  our
darkest  moments,  we
have  the  capacity  to
grow.
For  anyone  struggling
with  overwhelming
emotions, self-harm, or
a  s e n s e  o f
hopelessness,  DBT
offers a path forward. It
is not a quick fix, and it
requires  commitment
and  effort.  But  for
those  who  are  willing
to  engage,  Dialectical
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Behavior  Therapy
provides the skills and
support  needed  to
build  a  life  that  feels

worth living. And that,
perhaps,  is  Marsha
Linehan's  greatest  gift
to the world.


