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DBT Case Conceptualization Example: A Step by Step Guide for Clinicians

Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) has become one of the most evidence based treatments for individuals
struggling with emotion dysregulation, self harm behaviors, and complex trauma histories. While DBT’s core skills
training and behavioral strategies are well documented, the foundation that allows therapists to tailor these
interventions to each client is the case conceptualization. A dbt case conceptualization exampleis more than a
checklist; it is a dynamic framework that links assessment data, functional analysis, and treatment goals into a
coherent narrative. In this article, we walk through every step of creating a robust DBT case conceptualization,
illustrate the process with a detailed example, and offer practical tips to help clinicians avoid common pitfalls.

What Is Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT)?

DBT, originally developed by Marsha Linehan in the late 1980s, blends cognitive—behavioral techniques with
principles of mindfulness, acceptance, and dialectics. The therapy is structured around four modules:

¢ Individual psychotherapy — focuses on personal skills and motivation.

 Skills training group — teaches mindfulness, distress tolerance, emotion regulation, and interpersonal
effectiveness.

« Phone coaching — provides real time guidance between sessions.

¢ Therapist consultation team — ensures therapists remain competent and supported.

These components work synergistically to address the core issues that drive self harm and suicidal behaviors.
However, for DBT to be effective, the therapist must first understand the client’s unique patterns and motivations—a
process that begins with a comprehensive case conceptualization.

Why Case Conceptualization Matters in DBT

Case conceptualization serves several critical functions:

1. Clarifies the problem: Distinguishes between surface symptoms and underlying emotional or relational
patterns.

2. Guides treatment planning: Determines which DBT modules and skills are most relevant.

3. Facilitates measurement: Provides a baseline against which progress can be tracked.

4. Supports collaboration: Creates a shared language between therapist, client, and consultation team.

Without a clear conceptualization, therapists risk applying skills in a piecemeal or ineffective manner, potentially
compromising client safety and treatment outcomes.

Core Components of a DBT Case Conceptualization

A well structured DBT case conceptualization typically contains the following elements:

¢ Client overview — demographics, presenting concerns, and diagnostic impressions.

* Assessment results — standardized measures, clinical interviews, and collateral information.

¢ Problem identification — core difficulties such as emotional dysregulation, impulsivity, or interpersonal conflict.
¢ Functional analysis — antecedents, behaviors, and consequences that maintain the problem.

DBT model application — mapping problems onto DBT'’s theoretical constructs.

Treatment goals and targets — short and long term objectives aligned with DBT modules.



« Intervention plan — specific skills, strategies, and session structure.

Each component builds upon the previous one, creating a logical flow that supports both clinical decision making
and documentation.

Step 1: Gathering Client History and Assessment Data

Begin by collecting a comprehensive client history. This includes:

¢ Developmental history — early attachment experiences, trauma exposure, and family dynamics.
« Medical and psychiatric history — diagnoses, medication regimens, and prior treatments.

e Social context — relationships, employment, housing stability, and cultural factors.

¢ Functional impairment — impact on daily life, work, and relationships.

Use validated instruments such as the Borderline Symptom List (BSL 23)the Beck Depression Inventory (BDI)
, and the Columbia Suicide Severity Rating Scale (C-SSRS)to quantify symptoms. Collateral reports from family
members or caregivers can provide additional insight into the client’s functioning.

Step 2: Identifying Core Problems and Functions

After gathering data, distill the information into a concise list of core problems. For each problem, conduct a
functional analysis:

1. Antecedents — what triggers the behavior or emotional response?
2. Behavior — the observable action or self harm attempt.
3. Consequences — what follows the behavior, and how does it reinforce or maintain the pattern?

Example: A client may report “I feel overwhelmed when I'm alone, so | self harm to feel relief” The antecedent is
being alone, the behavior is self harm, and the consequence is a temporary decrease in distress.

Step 3: Applying the DBT Model to the Case

Map each core problem onto DBT’s theoretical framework:

< Emotion Regulation — problems rooted in intense emotions that the client cannot manage.
« Distress Tolerance — behaviors that arise when the client cannot tolerate negative states.
« Interpersonal Effectiveness — difficulties in maintaining healthy relationships.

¢ Mindfulness — challenges in staying present and aware of internal experiences.

For the self harm example, the primary function may be emotion regulation, with secondary functions in distress
tolerance and interpersonal effectiveness if the behavior also serves to communicate distress to others.

Step 4. Setting Treatment Targets and Goals

Translate the conceptualization into measurable goals. Use the SMART criteria (Specific, Measurable, Achievable,
Relevant, Time bound). For instance:

¢ Reduce self harm incidents — from 4 per month to 0 in 3 months.
« Increase use of DBT skills — from 0 to 5 skill applications per week.
* Improve interpersonal relationships — reduce conflict episodes from 3 per week to 1 per week.

These targets should be discussed with the client to ensure alignment and motivation.

Step 5: Developing the Case Conceptualization Document

Compile the information into a structured document. Organize sections logically, use clear headings, and include
tables or charts where helpful. Keep the language client centered and avoid jargon unless it is explained. The



document serves as both a clinical tool and a record for supervision or consultation.

Case Example: A Detailed DBT Case Conceptualization

Below is a realistic dbt case conceptualization examplethat illustrates how the steps above come together. All
client identifiers have been anonymized for confidentiality.

Client Overview

Name: MayaAge: 28Gender: FemalePresenting Problem: Recurrent self harm (cutting) and suicidal ideation
Diagnoses:Borderline Personality Disorder (F63.83), Major Depressive Disorder, Recurrent, Moderate (F33.1),
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (F43.10)

Assessment Findings

During intake, Maya completed the BSL 23 (score: 62/100) and the BDI-Il (score: 28/63), indicating severe symptom
severity. The C-SSRS revealed a current suicidal ideation score of 3 (active ideation without plan). Collateral
information from Maya’s sister indicated that Maya often withdraws after conflicts and has a history of impulsive
behaviors.

Problem Identification
Three core problems emerged:
¢ Intense emotional states that lead to self harm.

« Difficulty tolerating distress when alone.
« Interpersonal conflicts that precipitate emotional dysregulation.

Functional Analysis

Problem 1: Intense Emotional States !" Self Harm

¢ Antecedent: Feeling of abandonment after a text exchange with a partner.
e Behavior: Cutting on the forearm.
e Consequence: Temporary relief from emotional pain, followed by guilt.

Problem 2: Distress Tolerance ! Self Harm When Alone

¢ Antecedent: Being alone in the apartment after a breakup.
e Behavior: Engaging in self harm to alleviate anxiety.
¢ Consequence: Momentary sense of control, but increased anxiety afterward.

Problem 3: Interpersonal Effectiveness I’ Conflict Escalation

¢ Antecedent: Partner’s criticism of Maya’s emotional reactivity.
« Behavior: Aggressive verbal response.
¢ Consequence: Partner withdraws, leading to heightened emotional distress.

DBT Model Application

Maya’s problems primarily map onto the emotion regulation
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