
radically open dialectical behavioral
therapy
Radically Open Dialectical Behavioral Therapy (RO DBT) is an innovative
therapeutic approach designed to address the unique needs of individuals
struggling with emotional dysregulation and maladaptive behaviors that are
often rooted in a lack of social connectedness. Developed by Dr. Thomas R.
Lynch, RO DBT expands upon the foundational principles of traditional
Dialectical Behavioral Therapy (DBT) by focusing on emotional and social
health, particularly for those who experience excessive control and rigidity
in their emotional responses. This article delves into the key components,
principles, and techniques of RO DBT, exploring its application and
effectiveness in treating conditions such as chronic depression, anxiety, and
personality disorders.

Understanding Radically Open Dialectical
Behavioral Therapy

Radically Open Dialectical Behavioral Therapy is grounded in the
understanding that emotional health is closely linked to social
connectedness. Unlike traditional DBT, which primarily targets emotional
dysregulation through skills training and emotional acceptance, RO DBT
emphasizes the importance of openness, flexibility, and social engagement. It
recognizes that individuals with certain personality traits may struggle with
excessive self-control and may become isolated, leading to detrimental
effects on their mental health.

Core Concepts of RO DBT

1. Radical Openness: Central to RO DBT is the notion of radical openness,
which encourages individuals to embrace vulnerability and acceptance of their
experiences. This involves letting go of rigid beliefs and behaviors that
create barriers to social connection.

2. Dialectical Thinking: RO DBT employs dialectical thinking, which
acknowledges the complexity of human emotions and experiences. Therapists
encourage clients to explore opposing viewpoints and contradictions within
their thoughts and feelings, fostering a deeper understanding of themselves
and their relationships.

3. Social Signaling: The therapy emphasizes the importance of social
signaling—nonverbal cues that communicate emotional states to others. Clients
learn to recognize and interpret these signals, enhancing their ability to
connect with others and fostering healthier relationships.



4. Mindfulness and Self-Validation: Similar to traditional DBT, RO DBT
incorporates mindfulness practices to help clients become aware of their
thoughts and emotions without judgment. Self-validation is also encouraged,
allowing clients to acknowledge their feelings as legitimate and worthy of
attention.

Theoretical Foundations

RO DBT is rooted in several theoretical frameworks, including:

- Behavioral Theory: Focusing on the relationship between behavior and the
environment, RO DBT addresses how maladaptive behaviors emerge and can be
modified through learning and reinforcement.

- Cognitive Theory: This theory explores how thoughts influence emotions and
behaviors. RO DBT helps clients identify cognitive distortions and replace
them with more balanced perspectives.

- Attachment Theory: RO DBT recognizes the significance of early attachment
experiences in shaping emotional regulation and interpersonal relationships.
Understanding these patterns can aid in fostering healthier connections.

Structure of RO DBT

The RO DBT treatment model typically consists of three main phases:

1. Assessment and Engagement

In the initial phase, therapists conduct thorough assessments to understand
the client’s history, current symptoms, and relational patterns. This phase
is crucial for building a therapeutic alliance and ensuring that the
treatment plan is tailored to the individual’s needs.

2. Skills Training

The skills training phase focuses on teaching clients specific skills that
promote emotional flexibility and social engagement. Key skills include:

- Radical Openness: Learning to accept uncertainty and vulnerability.
- Mindfulness: Practicing present-moment awareness to enhance emotional
regulation.
- Social Engagement: Developing skills for initiating and maintaining social
connections.



- Self-Soothing: Techniques for managing distress and promoting self-care.

3. Generalization and Maintenance

In the final phase, clients work on generalizing their newly acquired skills
to everyday situations and maintaining their progress. This may involve role-
playing social interactions, discussing real-life scenarios, and identifying
potential obstacles to social engagement.

Effectiveness of RO DBT

Research on the effectiveness of Radically Open Dialectical Behavioral
Therapy is still in its early stages, but preliminary studies indicate
promising results. Here are some key findings:

1. Reduction in Symptoms: Clients have reported significant reductions in
symptoms of chronic depression, anxiety, and other emotional disorders after
undergoing RO DBT.

2. Improved Social Functioning: Many individuals experience enhanced social
skills and a greater ability to connect with others, leading to improved
relationships and social networks.

3. Long-Term Benefits: Follow-up studies suggest that the skills learned in
RO DBT can lead to lasting positive changes in emotional regulation and
interpersonal functioning.

Case Studies and Anecdotal Evidence

Several case studies highlight the transformative potential of RO DBT. For
example, a 28-year-old woman with chronic depression and a history of social
withdrawal demonstrated significant improvement after completing a full
course of RO DBT. Through therapy, she learned to embrace vulnerability,
reconnect with friends, and develop a more positive self-image.

Another case involved a 35-year-old man who struggled with obsessive-
compulsive behaviors and isolation. After engaging in RO DBT, he reported
feeling more comfortable in social situations and was able to reduce his
compulsive behaviors, leading to a more fulfilling life.

Challenges and Considerations

While RO DBT offers many benefits, it is essential to recognize potential



challenges:

1. Resistance to Vulnerability: Some clients may find it difficult to embrace
radical openness due to fear of judgment or rejection. Building trust with
the therapist is crucial in overcoming this resistance.

2. Complexity of Emotional Dysregulation: Clients with deeply ingrained
emotional patterns may require more time and support to achieve meaningful
change.

3. Integration with Other Therapies: RO DBT may be most effective when
integrated with other therapeutic approaches, particularly for clients with
co-occurring disorders.

Conclusion

In summary, Radically Open Dialectical Behavioral Therapy represents a
significant advancement in the field of mental health treatment, offering a
unique approach to addressing emotional dysregulation and fostering social
connectedness. By promoting radical openness, dialectical thinking, and
social engagement, RO DBT equips individuals with the tools necessary for
navigating the complexities of their emotions and relationships. As research
continues to expand, RO DBT holds great potential as a valuable therapeutic
option for those seeking a more fulfilling and connected life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Radically Open Dialectical Behavioral
Therapy (RO DBT)?
Radically Open Dialectical Behavioral Therapy (RO DBT) is a form of
psychotherapy designed to treat individuals with chronic emotional
dysregulation and disorders characterized by overcontrol, such as anorexia
nervosa and obsessive-compulsive personality disorder.

How does RO DBT differ from traditional DBT?
While traditional DBT focuses on regulating emotions and reducing impulsive
behaviors, RO DBT emphasizes the importance of social connectedness and
openness to experience, targeting overcontrolled behaviors and promoting
flexible thinking.

What are the core principles of RO DBT?
The core principles of RO DBT include radical openness, dialectical thinking,



emotional awareness, and social signaling, which help clients balance control
with connection and promote adaptive social behaviors.

Who can benefit from RO DBT?
RO DBT is particularly beneficial for individuals struggling with
overcontrolled emotional issues, such as those with anorexia nervosa,
obsessive-compulsive personality disorder, and other conditions characterized
by excessive self-control or rigidity.

What techniques are used in RO DBT?
Techniques used in RO DBT include mindfulness practices, social signaling,
emotion regulation strategies, and skills training focused on enhancing
flexibility, openness, and interpersonal effectiveness.

Can RO DBT be used alongside other therapies?
Yes, RO DBT can be integrated with other therapeutic modalities, and it is
often used in conjunction with traditional DBT or cognitive behavioral
therapy to provide a more comprehensive treatment approach.

What role does mindfulness play in RO DBT?
Mindfulness in RO DBT helps clients develop awareness of their thoughts and
feelings, promoting acceptance and understanding of their emotional
experiences, which is essential for fostering connection and reducing
overcontrol.

How long does RO DBT treatment typically last?
The duration of RO DBT treatment can vary, but it typically involves a
structured program lasting several months, including individual therapy
sessions and skills training groups.

Is RO DBT effective for long-term recovery?
Research suggests that RO DBT can be effective for long-term recovery,
particularly for individuals with overcontrolled personality traits, as it
fosters social connection and emotional flexibility, which are crucial for
sustained well-being.
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