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List 30 Marsha Linehan axioms

Marsha Linehan is a psychologist known for developing Dialectical Behavior Therapy 
(DBT), a form of psychotherapy that combines cognitive-behavioral techniques with 
concepts from Eastern philosophy. Linehan has proposed a set of axioms that underlie 
the philosophy and principles of DBT. Here are 30 of them:

1. Dialectical Worldview: The world is filled with opposing forces and dialectical 
tensions. Reality is not black and white, but rather shades of gray.

2. Polarity: Everything is composed of opposites, and these opposites are 
interconnected. Acceptance and change coexist.

3. Synthesis: The truth is found in the synthesis of opposing sides. Balance is sought 
to reach a more comprehensive understanding.

4. Wholeness: Everything is connected and interrelated. Mind, body, spirit, self, and 
environment are all part of a unified whole.

5. Holism: Individuals are unique, interconnected systems. Understanding one part 
requires understanding the whole.

6. Change: Change is the only constant. Life is a process of endless change and 
evolution.

7. Transactional Nature of Change: Change involves transactions and reciprocity. 
Influences are reciprocal, and change is an ongoing process.

8. Meaning: People seek meaning and purpose in life. Everything has meaning, and 
individuals are motivated to find that meaning.
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9. Interconnectedness: All things are interconnected, and everything affects 
everything else.

10. Flowing and Unblocking: Change involves a flow of energy. Blockages impede 
this flow, and therapy aims to unblock and promote flow.

11. Path of Least Resistance: Behavior is often a result of choosing the path of least 
resistance. Change involves altering these patterns.

12. Opposite Action: Changing emotion involves changing behavior, often by doing 
the opposite of what the emotion dictates.

13. Problem-Solving: Life is a series of problems that need to be solved. Problem-
solving is a continuous process.

14. Inevitability of Opposite Responses: If someone is struggling with something, it is 
likely that others are responding in ways that make the situation worse.

15. Therapeutic Stance: The therapist maintains a dialectical stance, balancing 
acceptance and change.

16. Acceptance: Acceptance is the necessary precondition for change. Acceptance 
does not mean approval.

17. Mindfulness: Being present in the moment without judgment. Mindfulness 
promotes awareness and self-regulation.

18. Radical Acceptance: Fully accepting reality without denying it or judging it. 
Acceptance is the only way to change.

19. Wise Mind: Integrating rational and emotional mind to make wise decisions.

20. Nonjudgmental Stance: Avoiding judgment of oneself and others. Judgment 
interferes with understanding.

21. Effective Change: The most effective change is often gradual, non-linear, and 
comes from within.

22. Behavioral Reinforcement: Behavior is shaped by its consequences. Reinforce 
desired behavior to encourage change.

23. Balancing Acceptance and Change: Finding the balance between accepting the 
person as they are and encouraging change.
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24. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Balancing the needs of the self with the needs of 
others in interpersonal relationships.

25. Validation: Acknowledging and understanding another person's experience without 
necessarily agreeing with it.

26. Crisis Survival Skills: Developing skills to cope with crises without making the 
situation worse.

27. Cognitive Regulation: Changing thoughts and beliefs that contribute to distress 
and dysfunction.

28. Emotion Regulation: Learning to identify, understand, and manage emotions.

29. Interconnected Biological Factors: The interplay between biological, 
psychological, and social factors influences behavior.

30. Values Clarification: Identifying and prioritizing one's values to guide behavior and 
decision-making.

Examples

1. Every behavior has a cause.

Example: A person engaging in self-harm may do so as a way to cope with 
overwhelming emotions or distress.

2. *People are doing the best they can.

Example: Even if it seems like someone is not trying hard enough, considering 
their circumstances and skills, they are doing their best.

3. People need to do better, try harder, and be more motivated to change.

Example: Encouraging individuals to actively engage in therapy and commit to 
the process of change.

4. People may not have caused all of their own problems, but they have to solve 
them anyway.

Example: A person with a history of trauma may not be responsible for the 
trauma, but they need to address its impact on their life.

5. The lives of suicidal, borderline individuals are unbearable as they are 
currently being lived.
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Example: Recognizing the intense emotional pain and suffering that individuals 
with borderline personality disorder may experience.

6. *Crisis survival skills are needed.

Example: Teaching someone skills to cope with intense emotions and crises, 
such as using grounding techniques or distraction methods.

7. The person with BPD (Borderline Personality Disorder) must change, but it's 
the therapist's job to figure out how to get the person to want to change and 
to lead them to do so.

Example: Motivating and guiding individuals with BPD to actively participate in 
therapy and work towards positive change.

8. *The database is not the target.

Example: Focusing on the current issues and problems rather than getting 
stuck in analyzing the past without addressing present concerns.

9. *The truth is a part of the whole truth.

Example: Acknowledging that everyone's perspective and experience contribute 
to a more comprehensive understanding of the truth.

10. *The therapist is not the expert in the client's life.

Example: Recognizing that the client has unique insights into their own 
experiences, and the therapist's role is to collaborate rather than dictate 
solutions.

11. The therapist is not responsible for motivating the client.

Example: Encouraging clients to take an active role in their own motivation and 
change process.

12. The client has to want to live and to die.

Example: Recognizing the ambivalence some individuals may feel about life 
and death, and addressing both aspects in therapy.

13. The client is not failing in treatment. The therapist is failing in treating the 
client.
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Example: Taking responsibility for adjusting therapeutic approaches if the client 
is not making progress.

14. You do not get to pick and choose which parts of reality to accept.

Example: Encouraging clients to accept the reality of their situations, even if it is 
difficult, in order to work towards change.

15. Black-and-white thinking is harmful.

Example: Challenging the tendency to view situations in extreme terms and 
promoting a more balanced and nuanced perspective.

16. Interpersonal effectiveness skills are needed to get needs met.

Example: Teaching assertiveness and communication skills to help individuals 
navigate relationships and meet their needs effectively.

17. The other person's behavior makes sense.

Example: Trying to understand the perspective and motivations behind 
someone else's actions, even if they seem perplexing or frustrating.

18. Judgmental labels interfere with accurate assessment.

Example: Avoiding stigmatizing or judgmental language when working with 
clients, as it can impede understanding and collaboration.

19. You cannot change any behavior you do not target.

Example: Identifying specific behaviors to address in therapy rather than 
focusing on broad, abstract goals.

20. Assumptions don't always help.

Example: Questioning and challenging assumptions that may contribute to 
negative thought patterns or behaviors.

21. Self-invalidation is part of the problem.

Example: Helping clients recognize and address patterns of self-doubt and self-
criticism that contribute to their distress.

22. *The environment is reinforcing.
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Example: Identifying external factors and influences that contribute to a 
person's behavior, and working to modify those factors.

23. Balance is the key.

Example: Emphasizing the importance of finding a balance between 
acceptance and change, validation and accountability.

24. Everything is connected.

Example: Understanding the interconnectedness of thoughts, emotions, 
behaviors, and relationships in influencing one's well-being.

25. *Radical acceptance is the only way to survive.

Example: Encouraging clients to accept and tolerate difficult emotions and 
situations rather than resisting or fighting against them.

26. Change is a process, not an event.

Example: Recognizing that personal growth and behavior change take time and 
consistent effort.

27. People with BPD are doing the best they can.

Example: Acknowledging the resilience and efforts of individuals with borderline 
personality disorder, even in the face of significant challenges.

28. Trust the process.

Example: Believing in the therapeutic process and allowing it to unfold over time 
rather than expecting immediate results.

29. Motivation follows action.

Example: Encouraging clients to take small steps towards change, recognizing 
that motivation often increases as they experience success.

30. Therapy requires commitment.

Example: Emphasizing the importance of consistent attendance, active 
participation, and dedication to the therapeutic process for meaningful 
outcomes.


