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Objectives
• To give an overview of why we use chain analysis
• To demonstrate how to do a chain analysis, step by step
• To show how we would use this with clients to help them move 

towards their life worth living 
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Dialectical Behavioural Therapy (DBT)

• Understands BPD as resulting from pervasive emotion 
dysregulation and a lack of the necessary skills required to 
regulate this

• Core aim is to help individuals with BPD learn ways to manage 
emotions using behavioural learning principles so that they can 
create their life worth living (the ultimate goal in DBT)

• DBT uses chain analysis as a key tool to help clients change 
problem behaviours to get them closer towards their goals
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What is a chain analysis
• Behavioural therapy tool
• A ‘map’ of moment to moment behaviours before and after a 

problem behaviour has occurred
• Behaviour understood as a series of linked components: 

Thoughts, emotions, actions, sensations, events
• These links are “chained” together to see how each link might 

lead to the target behaviour
• Chains occur in almost all individual sessions within a DBT 

program
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Why do a chain analysis?
• Helps therapist and client understand what occurs when a client 

engages in a problem behaviour 
• Provides therapist with an empirical method to test out 

theories about the factors controlling a client’s behaviour
• The process of completing a chain, highlighting what led up to a 

problem behaviour and identifying consequences, can be a 
validating experience for a client

• Provides therapist with ideas for selecting solutions to prevent 
the behaviour occurring again
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Clients often struggle to identify the circumstances around a problem behaviour and so this is a way to help them understand what happened for them, as well as for the therapist to understand EG as a therapist, you might have a hypothesis that drinking alcohol makes a client more vulnerable to getting into fights with people and by completing a chain on a time when tey have been involved in a fight, you can will be able to see if the alcohol use was a contributing factor. The more chains you conduct over time, the more you will be able to pick up patterns The process can help cients understand why they are struggling to stop engaging in a behaviour despite their best efforts. Can validate the difficulty and what problems the client is trying to solve by engaging in the behaviour which provides the opportunity for them to make sense of their own actionsHelps therapists figure out what skills or resources a client needs to be able to do things differently next time
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Target behaviourPrompting eventVulnerability factors- The factors that make any of us vulnerable to negative emotions. This can be things like being hungry or tired, or things like being under a lot of stressLinksConsequencesConsequencesLooking out for short and long term consequences. Trying to identify what the reinforcer is, that is what was the outcome that increases the likelihood of this behaviour happening again. Often for this client group, this will be relief from emotional pain in some way/shape/formWe want to look out for any reinforcers that we might be able to help clients change. For example, if after self-harming a client feels like they are justified in asking for help, a target might be to help them ask for help before they’ve self-harmed rather than afterWe know that the closer in time consequences occurs, the more strongly they will be associated with that behaviour so we want to identify and highlight those negative consequences that might not be as immediate as well.Solutions



Target Behaviour
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Target behaviour: 
self-harmed via 
cuts to wrist with 
blades

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Target behaviour is the behaviour we are trying to change. From a DBT perspective, we will always prioritise any self-harm or suicidal behaviours but anything we want o change can be a target behaviour



Prompting Event
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Target behaviour: 
self-harmed via 
cuts to wrist with 
blades

Friend 
cancels 
plans last 
minute 
because 
they are 
sick

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Prompting event is whatever happened that set the target behaviour in motion. Could also call it a trigger



Consequences
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Target behaviour: 
self-harmed via 
cuts to wrist with 
blades

Friend 
cancels 
plans last 
minute 
because 
they are 
sick

Consequences:
- 15 minutes of relief from painful emotions
- Sore wrist and more scars to hide
- Shame and guilt

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
ConsequencesLooking out for short and long term consequences. Trying to identify what the reinforcer is, that is what was the outcome that increases the likelihood of this behaviour happening again. Often for this client group, this will be relief from emotional pain in some way/shape/formWe want to look out for any reinforcers that we might be able to help clients change. For example, if after self-harming a client feels like they are justified in asking for help, a target might be to help them ask for help before they’ve self-harmed rather than afterWe know that the closer in time consequences occurs, the more strongly they will be associated with that behaviour so we want to identify and highlight those negative consequences that might not be as immediate as well.



Links on the chain
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Target behaviour: 
self-harmed via 
cuts to wrist with 
blades

Urge to get 
away from 
emotional 
pain

Went into 
the 
bathroom 
and got 
blades out

Felt intense 
shame and 
sadness

Thought “I 
don’t deserve 
to have friends, 
I will be alone 
forever”

Friend 
cancels 
plans last 
minute 
because 
they are 
sick

Looking 
forward to 
movie with 
new friend

Consequences:
- 15 minutes of relief from painful emotions
- Sore wrist and more scars to hide
- More shame and guilt

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Next we need to fill in the gaps between the prompting event and the problem behaviourLinks include actions (of the client), events (e.g. others actions), thoughts, emotions, physical sensations and urges



Vulnerabilities
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Target behaviour: 
self-harmed via 
cuts to wrist with 
blades

Urge to get 
away from 
emotional 
pain

Went into 
the 
bathroom 
and got 
blades out

Felt intense 
shame and 
sadness

Thought “I 
don’t deserve 
to have friends, 
I will be alone 
forever”

Friend 
cancels 
plans last 
minute 
because 
they are 
sick

Looking 
forward to 
movie with 
new friend

Up until 
3am 
playing 
video 
games Didn’t eat 

lunch to 
save room 
for movie 
snacks 
later 
tonight

Consequences:
- 15 minutes of relief from painful emotions
- Sore wrist and more scars to hide
- More shame and guilt

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Vulnerabilities are anything that increased the likelihood that the client would engage in the target behaviour on that day and at that time.Can be acute (feeling sick, being tired) or could be chronic (i.e.  chronic pain). Preventing or reducting vulnerabilities can make a problem less likely to occur



Solution Analysis
• Identify skilful behaviours to replace problem links in the chain. 
• Develop prevention plans to reduce vulnerability next time
• Remove any potential barriers to skilful behaviour
• Repair negative consequences of the problem behaviour for 

the environment and for oneself
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This is where we identify different points in the chain that we can try and change things next time, usually by using skills. Can also look at how we can reduce vulnerability Think about anything that might get in the way of being skilful next timeAnd identify if there is anything we need to do to address the consequences of these behaviours, e.g. if you’ve yelled at your mum and called her names, do you need to apologise? Call up and reschedule an appt you missed, etc



Solution Analysis
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Target behaviour: 
self-harmed via 
cuts to wrist with 
blades

Urge to 
get away 
from 
emotional 
pain

Went into 
the 
bathroom 
and got 
blades out

Felt intense 
shame and 
sadness

Thought “I 
don’t deserve 
to have friends, 
I will be alone 
forever”

Friend 
cancels 
plans last 
minute 
because 
they are 
sick

Looking 
forward to 
movie with 
new friend

Up until 
3am 
playing 
video 
games Didn’t eat 

lunch to 
save room 
for movie 
snacks 
later 
tonight

Consequences:
- 15 minutes of relief from painful emotions
- Sore wrist and more scars to hide
- More shame and guilt

Did some intense 
exercise and 
progressive 
muscle relaxation 
to reduce 
emotional arousal

Throw away the 
blades so next 
time they’re not 
there

Have 3 
regular meals 
a day and try 
to get 8 
hours sleep 
per night

Acknowledge 
disappointment as 
understandable, try 
calling support worker

8222101

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Next step is to 



Some tips for your chains
• Make sure you get to at least one solution they can try for next 

time
• Check that client feels able and willing to use the skills 

suggested
• For frequent behaviours, try conducting a chain on the times 

client manages not to engage in a behaviour
• Don’t worry if it gets messy (using a whiteboard makes life 

easier)
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