
Dependent Personality Disorder
Treatment Guidelines

Introduction

Dependent Personality Disorder (DPD) is a mental health condition characterized by an excessive 
need to be taken care of, leading to submissive and clinging behaviors (American Psychiatric 
Association, 2013). Individuals with DPD often struggle with making decisions, expressing needs, and 
functioning independently.

It is important to note that the general principles for treatment of dependent personality disorder are 
similar to those for all personality disorders.

General Principles for Treatment of Personality Disorders
The general principles for the treatment of dependent personality disorder (DPD) and other personality 
disorders involve a multifaceted approach aimed at: (Zimmerman, 2023):

1. Reducing Subjective Distress: 

The first goal is to address any co-occurring symptoms, such as anxiety or depression, that may be 
contributing to the patient's overall distress. This often involves increasing psychosocial support and, in 
some cases, using pharmacotherapy to alleviate stress.

2. Enabling Patients to Recognize Internal Problems: 

Helping patients understand that their interpersonal and life challenges are rooted in their own 
maladaptive ways of relating to the world is crucial. This requires substantial time, patience, and 
commitment from the clinician, as well as input from family and friends to identify areas of emotional 
sensitivity.

3. Decreasing Maladaptive and Undesirable Behaviors: 

Quickly addressing socially undesirable behaviors, such as recklessness, social isolation, or lack of 
assertiveness, is important to minimize ongoing damage to the patient's life and relationships. This may 
involve group therapy, behavior modification, and establishing and enforcing behavioral limits, 
potentially in a day hospital or residential setting.

4. Modifying Problematic Personality Traits: 

Changing the patient's maladaptive personality traits, such as excessive dependency, distrust, or 
manipulativeness, typically takes more than a year and is the cornerstone of individual psychotherapy. 
The clinician works to identify interpersonal problems, help the patient understand how these are 
related to their personality traits, and provide skills training to develop healthier ways of interacting.



Evidence-Based Treatment Approaches

A. Psychotherapy

Psychotherapy is the first-line treatment for DPD. Two main approaches have shown effectiveness:

Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT): 
CBT focuses on identifying and challenging negative thinking patterns that contribute to dependent 
behaviors (Beck & Beck, 2011). Therapists also help individuals develop skills for assertiveness, 
communication, and problem-solving.

Psychodynamic Therapy:
This approach explores the root causes of dependent behaviors, often focusing on early childhood 
experiences that may have contributed to a person's need for external validation. Psychodynamic 
therapy helps individuals develop a stronger sense of self and learn to meet their own emotional 
needs.

B. Medication

Medication does not directly treat DPD but may be prescribed to address co-occurring conditions such 
as depression or anxiety, which can worsen symptoms (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). There 
is limited evidence regarding the use of pharmacotherapy for dependent personality disorder, and there 
are no placebo-controlled studies available for this condition.

C. Supportive interventions

These interventions aim to foster the individual's autonomy, resilience, and functional coping 
mechanisms. Techniques often include providing reassurance, validation, encouragement, and 
practical advice to help the individual navigate daily life challenges. Beyond therapy sessions, 
supportive measures might involve self-care practices, lifestyle modifications, stress management 
techniques, resilience building, and fostering a supportive social network. 
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