
 

 

Dialectical Behavioral Therapy
Skills and Interventions



Introduc)on  ..............................................................................................................4

Origins  ...........................................................................................................................4

DBT Pillars  ......................................................................................................................5

Theore)cal Founda)on  .................................................................................................5

Biosocial Theory  .......................................................................................................5

Behavioral Theory  ....................................................................................................6

Philosophy of Dialects  ..............................................................................................6

Modes of Treatment  ......................................................................................................6

Skills Training  ............................................................................................................7

Stages of DBT  ...........................................................................................................8

Individual Therapy  ...................................................................................................9

Phone/Skills Coaching  ..............................................................................................9

Therapist Consulta)on Team  ...................................................................................9

Func)ons of DBT Treatment  ..........................................................................................9

Stages of Treatment  ....................................................................................................10

Core Concepts of DBT  .............................................................................................12

Dialects  ........................................................................................................................12

Core Mindfulness  ........................................................................................................13

Distress Tolerance  ........................................................................................................13

Emo)on Regula)on  .....................................................................................................13

Interpersonal Effec)veness Skills  .................................................................................14

Mindfulness  ............................................................................................................14

Wise Mind  ...................................................................................................................15

WHAT Skills  ..................................................................................................................17

1



Observe  ..................................................................................................................17

Describe  .................................................................................................................17

Par)cipate  ..............................................................................................................18

HOW Skills  ...................................................................................................................18

Nonjudgmentally  ...................................................................................................18

One-mindfully  ........................................................................................................19

Effec)vely  ...............................................................................................................19

Distress Tolerance  ...................................................................................................19

Crisis Survival Skills  ......................................................................................................20

Distract  ...................................................................................................................21

Soothe  ....................................................................................................................23

Reality Acceptance  ......................................................................................................29

Radical Acceptance  ................................................................................................29

Turning your mind  ..................................................................................................31

Willingness  .............................................................................................................31

Emo)onal Regula)on  .............................................................................................32

SUN: Iden)fying the Emo)on  ......................................................................................32

ABC PLEASE  ..................................................................................................................33

Opposite Ac)on  ...........................................................................................................37

Interpersonal Effec)veness Skills  ............................................................................38

Interpersonal Objec)ves  .............................................................................................38

Objec)ve Effec)veness: Obtaining what one wants  ..............................................38

Rela)onship Effec)veness: Maintaining or improving a rela)onship  ....................40

Self-Respect Effec)veness: Maintaining one's self-respect  ....................................41

2



Ac)ve Listening  ............................................................................................................42

Valida)on  .....................................................................................................................43

Se]ng Boundaries  ......................................................................................................44

Applying DBT Skills in Prac)ce  ................................................................................45

Challenges with Dialec)cal Behavior Therapy  .............................................................47

Cultural Considera)ons  ...............................................................................................47

Ethical Considera)ons  .................................................................................................48

Research Implica)ons for DBT  ................................................................................49

Conclusion  ..............................................................................................................50

References  ..............................................................................................................51

Appendix A: Emo)on Wheel ...................................................................................53

3



Introduc)on 
Dialec)cal behavioral therapy (DBT) is a powerful and evidence-based approach 
designed to help individuals navigate the complexi)es of mindfulness, emo)onal 
regula)on, interpersonal rela)onships, and distress tolerance. DBT has proven to 
be especially effec)ve for people who have difficulty managing and regula)ng 
their emo)ons, and it is effec)ve for trea)ng and managing a wide range of 
mental health condi)ons. Mental health professionals can enhance their abili)es 
by exploring the fundamental principles of DBT, its core skills, and effec)ve 
interven)ons. These strategies can be applied to foster emo)onal resilience, 
enhance communica)on, and empower individuals to lead more fulfilling lives.  

Origins 

Dialec)cal Behavioral Therapy was developed in the 1980s by Dr. Marsha Linehan 
and her colleagues at the University of Washington. They found that their 
approach of using Cogni)ve Behavioral Therapy (CBT) to treat pa)ents with 
Borderline Personality Disorder was ineffec)ve, and they began to develop an 
alterna)ve approach. DBT emerged as an evidence-based psychotherapy that 
used a combina)on of CBT and Zen Buddhism (dbtseleelp.com, 2024; Rance, 
2019). 

DBT was created to help people with borderline personality disorder struggling 
with suicidal tendencies. However, with its focus on regula)ng emo)ons, 
mindfulness awareness, and distress tolerance, it is effec)ve in trea)ng numerous 
disorders, including depression, anxiety, bipolar, disrup)ve mood dysregula)on 
disorder, binge ea)ng, and borderline personality disorder (Rance, 2019).  

DBT is recommended for anyone who feels emo)ons intensely and is 
overwhelmed by rela)onships and the demands of daily life to the point that their 
emo)onal reac)ons are out of control. In response, they may respond impulsively 
in an agempt to alleviate their distressing feelings. DBT relies heavily on valida)on 
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to encourage posi)ve change. Linehan found that clients were more coopera)ve, 
felt more secure, and experienced fewer distressing symptoms around the idea of 
change when they were validated (Arris, 2022; Rance, 2019).  

DBT Pillars 

DBT is based on three assump)ons or pillars. They are: 

• All things are interconnected: Everyone and everything is interconnected 
and interdependent. We are connected to our family, friends, and 
community. We need others, and others need us.  

• Change is constant and inevitable: Life is full of suffering and change. But 
because life changes, your suffering will change as well.  

• Opposite can be integrated to form a closer approxima)on of the truth: 
Combining an idea (thesis) and the opposite (an)thesis) is the core of 
dialec)cs. 

Theore)cal Founda)on 

There are three theore)cal founda)ons that developed DBT: 

Biosocial Theory 

This theory states that people who struggle with emo)onal regula)on do so 
because of an interac)on in their biological makeup. This makes the person more 
emo)onally sensi)ve, emo)onally reac)ve, and slower to return to their 
emo)onal baseline. The cause for this is due to growing up in an invalida)ng 
environment where, as a child, their emo)onal experiences were not recognized 
as valid. The child then learns that they must escalate their emo)ons to an 
extreme for them to be recognized. This ojen leads to the child being punished 
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for expressing such extreme emo)ons, and they then learn other maladap)ve 
behaviors, such as self-injury (Galen & Aguirre, 2021).  

Behavioral Theory 

This theory explains behavior by looking at antecedents of behavior. Antecedents 
are events, situa)ons, circumstances, emo)ons, and thoughts that precede the 
behavior. Then, it looks at the consequences of the behavior based on the ac)ons 
and responses post-behavior. Maladap)ve behaviors are con)nued because the 
person lacks the skills for more adap)ve behavior because of problems in 
processing emo)ons and thoughts (Galen & Aguirre, 2021). 

Philosophy of Dialects 

Dialec)cal theory, a cornerstone of many philosophical frameworks, elucidates 
reality as a dynamic interplay of interconnected and opposing forces. It invites 
contempla)on on the complex nature of existence, urging us to recognize that 
contradictory elements ojen coexist within the same sphere. This perspec)ve 
challenges conven)onal no)ons of truth by asser)ng that divergent perspec)ves 
can both hold validity within the fabric of reality. Furthermore, dialec)cs 
encourage explora)on beyond surface-level contradic)ons, advoca)ng for deeper 
inquiry into the underlying tensions that shape our understanding of the world. 

Modes of Treatment 

Within the context of Dialec)cal Behavior Therapy (DBT), its core modes of 
treatment, characterized by their fidelity to the model, encompass skills training, 
individual therapy, phone or skills coaching, and a therapist consulta)on team, 
contras)ng with DBT-informed skills groups or individual psychotherapy. Other 
modes of treatment may be provided to a client, such as case management and 
medica)ons, but these are in addi)on to DBT to meet the client’s needs.  

6



Skills Training 

Skills group is one of the most frequently used modes of treatment in DBT. This is 
due to numerous reasons, including: 

• The lack of DBT-trained staff makes implemen)ng in a one-on-one se]ng 
difficult. Therefore, more clients can receive treatment from two co-leaders 
in a group se]ng.  

• Skills training is easily implemented in a group se]ng.  

• DBT has a set curriculum with handouts and homework, making it easy to 
implement in a classroom-type se]ng. 

• Skills training on its own has shown significant evidence of being effec)ve in 
trea)ng numerous mental health symptoms.  

During a skills training group, clients learn skills, prac)ce them, discuss how they 
can be applied in their daily lives, and receive homework assignments to apply the 
skills throughout the week. Homework is then reviewed at the next training skills 
group. The four DBT skills modules are mindfulness, emo)on regula)on, distress 
tolerance, and interpersonal effec)veness (Galen & Aguirre, 2021).  

DBT is effec)ve when provided as one-on-one therapy, in group treatment 
se]ngs, and telehealth. Group skills training classes typically meet once weekly 
for two to two and a half hours over six to twelve weeks. The first hour of the 
group session focuses on reviewing the homework assignment from the previous 
group session, and the second hour is spent learning a new skill. Followed by 
assigning homework for the week. Working through the four modules typically 
takes 24 hours but can vary depending on the needs of the clients and how 
quickly they learn the material.  

DBT skills can be easy to implement when a person’s emo)ons are calm and 
regulated, but they can be challenging to implement when there is emo)onal 
turmoil. It is easier to slip back into old pagerns of maladap)ve behaviors. The 
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more intense the emo)on being experienced, the more likely the person is to 
return to old behaviors such as self-harm or substance use. Most clients aren’t 
going to experience these intense emo)ons that trigger old ways of behaving in 
group skills training or individual therapy; they are more likely to happen while 
they are going about their daily lives. 

Stages of DBT 

Dialec)cal Behavior Therapy (DBT) typically progresses through four main stages, 
each designed to address different aspects of the individual's needs. The first 
stage focuses on achieving behavioral control, targe)ng behaviors that pose 
immediate risks, such as self-harm or suicidal tendencies. This phase involves 
acquiring basic coping skills, such as mindfulness and emo)on regula)on 
techniques, to manage distressing emo)ons effec)vely. The second stage 
emphasizes enhancing emo)onal regula)on skills, addressing underlying issues 
contribu)ng to emo)onal dysregula)on, and building a stronger founda)on for 
interpersonal rela)onships. In the third stage, the focus shijs towards improving 
interpersonal effec)veness, emphasizing asser)veness, boundary-se]ng, and 
communica)on skills to navigate rela)onships more successfully. Finally, the 
fourth stage centers on achieving a sense of fulfillment and self-actualiza)on, 
fostering a life worth living by pursuing personal goals, values, and meaningful 
ac)vi)es. Throughout these stages, the therapeu)c rela)onship remains crucial, 
providing support, valida)on, and guidance as individuals progress towards 
greater emo)onal stability and overall well-being. 

Group therapy works best for those who are in stage three or stage four of DBT. 
Those in stages one or two would benefit from working one-on-one with a 
therapist, mee)ng once or twice a week for one-hour sessions (Rance, 2019; 
Galen & Aguirre, 2021).  
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Individual Therapy 

DBT individual therapy is conducted in 60-minute weekly or biweekly sessions. 
Individual sessions focus on understanding, exploring, and targe)ng behaviors the 
client prefers to change. The therapist supports the client in maintaining 
mo)va)on to complete treatment and apply the skills they have learned in the 
group to their daily lives (Galen & Aguirre, 2021).  

Phone/Skills Coaching 

Phone skills coaching provides immediate, brief support to implement the skills 
they know in the moment of crisis. Calls typically last less than 15 minutes (Galen 
& Aguirre, 2021).  

Therapist Consulta=on Team 

Therapists may experience compassion fa)gue when working with clients at risk 
for suicide. It is not uncommon for therapists to feel the same despair as their 
clients feel when working with suicidal clients on a daily basis. Therapists may 
worry for their client’s safety during )mes of emo)onal dysregula)on. The 
therapist consulta)on team provides therapy for the therapist to offer support for 
them and the work they do with clients who have complex, severe, and difficult-
to-treat mental health disorders. Consulta)on teams meet weekly for an hour to 
an hour and a half. They should involve all team members who are providing DBT 
therapy (individual therapists, family therapists, and group leaders) (Galen & 
Aguirre, 2021).  

Func)ons of DBT Treatment 

There are five func)ons of DBT treatment: 
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• Increasing your mo)va)on to change: Changing maladap)ve and self-
destruc)ve behaviors can be extremely difficult. The therapist supports the 
client in staying on track to reach their iden)fied goals. 

• Enhancing your capabili)es: Clients who struggle lack or need to improve 
important life skills; these skills help regulate emo)ons, be in the present 
moment, navigate interpersonal issues effec)vely, and learn to tolerate 
distress.  

• Generalizing what you’ve learned in therapy to the rest of your life: 
Applying what is learned in individual and group therapy to one’s daily life.  

• Structuring your environment in order to reinforce your gains: This 
ensures the person doesn’t return to maladap)ve behaviors, or if they do, 
they are able to ensure that they don’t make too much of a nega)ve 
impact.  

• Increasing your therapist’s mo)va)on and competence: DBT therapists 
par)cipate in team consulta)on to help them provide the best treatment 
for their clients and not become overwhelmed with the demands of 
providing therapy to people (Galen & Aguirre, 2021). 

Stages of Treatment 

Dialec)cal Behavioral Therapy is usually delivered in four stages, which are 
defined by how serious a person’s behaviors are.  

Before star)ng stage one, a person will go through a pretreatment stage in which 
they commit themselves and their therapist to par)cipate in DBT therapy. The 
client will create a list of behavioral problems that are interfering with their daily 
life. Once the pretreatment stage is completed, the client will move into the 
treatment stages.  
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Stage One: The person is miserable with “out-of-control” behavior. This stage 
focuses on removing harmful behaviors and developing posi)ve coping skills to 
respond to emo)onal pain instead of self-harming ones. At this stage, the goal is 
for the person to become more in control of themselves, their emo)ons, and their 
behaviors, elimina)ng any life-threatening behaviors (suicide, self-injury), therapy-
interfering behaviors (late to appointments or not comple)ng homework), as well 
as quality of life interfering behaviors (substance use or toxic rela)onships). Before 
moving to stage two, the client must agree to refrain from life-threatening 
behaviors.  

Stage Two: The person feels like they are living in quiet despera)on. While their 
life-threatening behavior is manageable, they are s)ll suffering. The focus of this 
stage is for the person to address and accept their emo)ons without giving in to 
their intense feelings or being controlled by them. The goal at this stage is to 
move from quiet despera)on to a life full of emo)onal experiences. This stage 
focuses on addressing the trauma the client has experienced in their life, which is 
ojen what has caused these feelings of despera)on and misery. Addressing 
trauma at this stage may also include exploring childhood experiences where their 
emo)ons were invalidated.  

Stage Three: The person is learning to define personal goals, build self-respect, 
and discover peace and fulfillment. This stage focuses on teaching the person 
skills to maintain healthy interpersonal rela)onships. Emo)onal triggers are ojen 
experienced in this stage, allowing the person to prac)ce skills they have learned 
in stages one and two. Frequent themes addressed in this stage include 
emp)ness, boredom, grieving, and iden)fying life goals. The goal at this stage is 
for the person to live a healthy life that balances happiness and unhappiness.  

Stage Four: All prior stages must be completed before moving into stage four. In 
this stage, the person addresses their feelings of loneliness and emp)ness and 
finds ways to connect with their environment. The focus is on the person 
iden)fying spiritual pursuits, career ambi)ons, and strengthened rela)onships to 
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give their life a sense of meaning. This stage aims to help the person find a deeper 
meaning in life through self-awareness, establishing a spiritual prac)ce, and 
learning that happiness lies internally and not externally (Rance, 2019; Galen & 
Aguirre, 2021). 

It is important to recognize that stages are not chronological. When addressing 
issues at different stages, there are ojen incidents in which the client needs to 
return to a previous stage to work through the situa)on.  

Core Concepts of DBT 
The core concepts of DBT are designed to assist individuals with their specific 
recovery needs. The four core concepts help people address their emo)ons 
(depression, anxiety, irritability, anger). It also helps them manage themselves in 
situa)ons with other rela)onships, ac)ng impulsively, dealing with stressful 
environments, and feelings of emp)ness.  

Dialects 

Dialects are the philosophical process of explaining or examining the truth of 
opinion. In DBT, the concept of dialects is that everything has an opposite and that 
change will only happen when the opposing force is greater than the current 
force. The dialects or philosophies of DBT include:  

• Change is the only constant and is a process.  

• Everything is made of opposing forces, 

• Combining the opposing factors' essen)al parts forms a new meaning, 
perspec)ve, or outcome. 

• The core dialect is acceptance and change (Rance, 2019).  
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Core Mindfulness 

Core mindfulness focuses on centeredness and focusing on the present moment 
by paying complete agen)on to everything one does. Through mindfulness, the 
person learns grounding techniques that help them stay focused on the present 
moment. For example, if the person becomes anxious or stuck in a cycle of 
overthinking, they can use the mindfulness technique they have learned to slow 
down their mind and focus on what they are doing at the moment instead of 
excessively worrying about the past or future (Rance, 2019). 

Distress Tolerance 

Distress tolerance helps the person learn to accept their current situa)on and to 
learn crisis survival skills to reduce the chance of engaging in problema)c 
behavior. Distress tolerance teaches people how to self-soothe in healthy ways 
when they feel overwhelmed by emo)ons. It teaches acceptance and how to calm 
one's thoughts and feelings when dealing with them rather than avoiding them or 
becoming overwhelmed by them. Instead of falling into destruc)ve pagerns and 
ac)ng impulsively, the person learns how to make wise decisions about how to act 
when they feel intense emo)ons. Crisis survival skills teach the person not to 
engage in problema)c behaviors that can make situa)ons worse. Examples of 
problema)c behaviors include blaming or beligling others, refusing to follow the 
rules, throwing temper tantrums, using substances, refusing to eat, and physically 
or verbally lashing out at others (Rance, 2019).  

Emo)on Regula)on 

Emo)on regula)on skills teach the person how to label emo)ons, iden)fy 
problems surrounding the emo)ons, reduce habits based on their feelings, and 
increase posi)ve emo)ons by changing the way they think. Emo)onal regula)on 
teaches the person to understand their own emo)ons and the core of where 
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these emo)ons are coming from. The person learns how to deal with 
overwhelming feelings and decrease their emo)ons' intensity. The person 
develops an understanding of their emo)ons, why they happen, and how to 
handle them best when they become too intense (Rance, 2019).  

Interpersonal Effec)veness Skills 

Interpersonal Effec)veness skills teach the person prac)cal strategies for asking 
and pursuing what they need and want, saying no without feeling guilty, and 
coping with close-bonding rela)onships like friends, family, or in)mate 
rela)onships. Interpersonal effec)veness skills help the person work on their 
rela)onships while at the same )me helping them understand their own needs 
and develop ways to have those needs met in a healthy way. This involves learning 
to respect oneself and others, mastering effec)ve communica)on, dealing with 
challenging people, repairing broken rela)onships, and learning to say no (Rance, 
2019).  

Mindfulness 
Mindfulness skills are the founda)on of DBT skills training. Mindfulness brings one 
back to the present moment, to the here and the now. It allows a person to focus 
on what they are doing right now and to bring awareness to their thoughts, body 
sensa)ons, feelings, and surroundings. Mindfulness is an important skill as many 
people who struggle with mental health disorders find their thoughts spiral out of 
their control, obsessing about things from the past or future that they have no 
control over. For some, this may even trigger dissocia)on. Mindfulness helps to 
bring the person's focus back to the present. Dr. Marsha Linehan incorporated 
mindfulness into DBT as she recognized how effec)ve it was at allevia)ng the 
suffering that emo)onally sensi)ve people tend to experience (dbtseleelp.com, 
2024; Galen & Aguirre, 2021).  
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Simply put, mindfulness is the prac)ce of seeing the reality of the present 
moment and all that entails without judgment. While this may sound simple, it 
can be extremely challenging considering all the different aspects that make up 
the present moment. This can include what is happening inside a person, what is 
happening around them, and what is happening on a broader scale, such as in 
their country or globally. With DBT mindfulness, the person pays agen)on to 
when they are doing things automa)cally. This is ojen played out in recognizing 
that just because a person has a thought doesn't mean it is true, an urge doesn't 
have to become a behavior, and an emo)on will not last forever. The person's 
suffering can be reduced by choosing not to act on the thoughts, urges, or feelings 
(Galen & Aguirre, 2021).  

Wise Mind 

Dr. Linehan saw a pagern in the people who sought DBT treatment. They ojen fell 
into the category of struggling with high emo)onal states, but there was another 
group of people who acted from a place of logic and reason.  

She labeled one state as the emo)on mind, where people acted from a place of 
strong emo)ons that lej them feeling like life was chao)c and disorganized. 
Examples of emo)on mind are:  

• Making an impulse purchase on something one can't afford 

• Snapping at a waiter who brought out the wrong order 

• Snuggling a pet 

The other state she labeled the ra)onal mind, where people acted from a place of 
logic, facts, and reason, but that lej them feeling cold and robo)c in their 
responses to life and rela)onships. Examples of ra)onal mind are:  

• Studying for a test 
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• Planning for a trip in advance 

• Measuring ingredients for a recipe 

The third state of mind she labeled wise mind. The wise mind is where the 
emo)onal mind and ra)onal mind overlap. When a person uses their wise mind, 
they take a deliberate approach to decision-making that includes all aspects of the 
mind: emo)ons, ra)onal thinking, intui)on, and goals. Dr. Marsha Linehan 
described the wise mind as "that part of each person that can know and 
experience truth. It is where the person knows something to be true or valid. It is 
almost always quiet. It has a certain peace. It is where the person knows 
something in a centered way."  

Everyone has a wise mind, even if it is difficult for some people to access it. The 
wise mind can be different from person to person, and it is ojen experienced as 
intui)on. Examples of wise mind are:  

• Step back from a situa)on and observe the big picture. 

• Access wise mind by following the breath in and out. 

• Recognize the right choice in a situa)on as it arises from deep within, rather 
than from an emo)onal state. 

• Experience reluctance to yield to wise mind, despite the desire for a 
different, easier, or less painful answer, acknowledging the truth within the 
situa)on. (dbtseleelp.com, 2024; Galen & Aguirre, 2021). 

Prac=ce: Set an alarm for a specific 1me throughout the day. When the alarm 
goes off, do a self-check. What are you experiencing at the moment? How are you 
experiencing the moment? Observe your thoughts and emo1ons. Describe them in 
wri1ng. Remember, no judgment when observing or describing. At the end of the 
day, aHer doing this prac1ce mul1ple 1mes throughout the day, what did you 
learn about yourself? Were there any paIerns? Now let go of all that happened 
today, no judgment, just this present moment. The more it is prac1ced, the easier 
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it is to shiH into wise mind when it is needed (dbtselMelp.com, 2024). DBT divides 
mindfulness skills into WHAT skills and HOW skills. The WHAT skills are observing, 
describing, and par1cipa1ng. The HOW skills are nonjudgmentally, one-mindfully, 
and effec1ve.  

WHAT Skills 

Observe 

Observing a situa)on from a sensing or experiencing perspec)ve without 
describing or labeling it. Observing is the prac)ce of no)cing. No)cing things in 
the environment, sensa)ons in one's body, thoughts and emo)ons in one's mind. 
Through observing, one learns to quiet the mind and refrain from commen)ng on 
thoughts. The challenge is allowing the thoughts to go by without ge]ng caught 
up in preoccupa)on, rumina)on, and obsession. Observing requires balancing 
being slightly detached but not dissociated. Another challenge with observing is 
not reac)ng to the thoughts. When we experience unpleasant thoughts or 
emo)ons, we want them to stop; when we experience pleasant thoughts or 
experiences, we want them to con)nue. When observing, there is no judging 
those thoughts or emo)ons as good or bad; they're just thoughts or feelings.   

One way of describing observing is having a Teflon Mind (Teflon is the non-s)ck 
treatment found on cookware, so food does not s)ck to the pan). Using the idea 
of having a Teflon Mind, thoughts and feelings can arise, but they are not going to 
s)ck; they will slip right on back out and not become stuck in one's consciousness, 
causing rumina)on (DBT Self-Help, 2024). 

Describe 

Describing is pu]ng words to the thoughts, feelings, sensa)ons, and situa)ons 
one observes. The goal is to label situa)ons and behavioral responses without 
judgment. Describing can help the person stay in the present moment and choose 
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what will improve the current situa)on. It can also be used to label feelings. 
Learning to label and describe one's feelings is a step towards improving 
communica)on with others about one's feelings and needs. When labeling, it is 
important to recognize that these are thoughts and feelings, not facts. For 
example, a person may have a thought of "no one likes me" or a feeling of being 
unlovable. These are valid thoughts and feelings, but they do not mean facts (DBT 
Self-Help, 2024). 

Par=cipate 

Par)cipa)ng is ge]ng involved in an ac)vity completely, in the present moment, 
and le]ng go of self-consciousness and rumina)on. Par)cipa)ng with awareness 
allows the person to be in the moment and be okay. An example of not 
par)cipa)ng is if you have ever driven home from somewhere and have no 
memories of the drive. Not paying agen)on and being on auto-pilot is a form of 
dissocia)on and is the opposite of par)cipa)on. The goal of par)cipa)ng is to feel 
more in control of one's life (DBT Self-Help, 2024). 

HOW Skills 

The HOW skills describe the way in which the WHAT skills are used.  

Nonjudgmentally 

This skill is the prac)ce of le]ng go of judgment; when one no)ces they are 
judging, they don't judge themselves for judging. For most people, judging is a 
habit they do automa)cally, ojen)mes not even no)cing when they are doing it. 
The problem with judging is that it increases a person's emo)onal pain and 
damages their rela)onships. S)cking to the facts of who, what, where, and when 
helps to avoid judgments in a situa)on.  
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Nonjudgmentally also applies to one's self. Self-judgment is ojen the hardest and 
most painful to let go of. Through the nonjudgmentally skill, the person learns to 
accept themselves as they are. This doesn't mean they give up self-improvement, 
but it no longer comes from a place of judgment and nega)vity. It is nowa place of 
choice around behaviors and long-term goals (Galen & Aguirre, 2021). 

One-mindfully 

There are two parts to doing things one-mindfully.  

1. Be fully present in the moment without rumina)ng on the past or thinking 
about the future.  

2. Do one thing at a )me instead of spli]ng one's agen)on between things 
(ex., Checking email while talking on the phone).  

While many people claim to be good at mul)tasking, research shows that very few 
people are (Galen & Aguirre, 2021).  

Effec=vely 

Being effec)ve is focusing on what will work versus what is right or wrong, fair or 
unfair. To prac)ce effec)ve skills, one must know what one wants from a situa)on. 
Once the goal has been ar)culated, it can then be decided what the most effec)ve 
way is to achieve it (Galen & Aguirre, 2021).  

Distress Tolerance 
Distress tolerance is a person's ability to manage distressful situa)ons. The goal of 
distress tolerance skills is to get through stressful situa)ons or )mes without 
being stuck in misery or making the situa)on worse. Improving one's distress 
tolerance reduces the likelihood of becoming overwhelmed and turning to 
maladap)ve or destruc)ve behaviors during intense emo)ons. Ge]ng through 
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stressful situa)ons and handling difficult emo)ons is key to maintaining stability in 
one's life. There are two categories of distress tolerance skills: crisis survival skills 
and reality acceptance skills. (Galen & Aguirre, 2021).  

Crisis Survival Skills 

Crisis survival skills can be used when 

• The person is experiencing intense emo)onal pain that doesn't seem to end 

• The person wants these emo)ons to end and is contempla)ng using 
behavior that will make things more difficult  

• The situa)on feels overwhelming, and there are demands and obliga)ons 
to meet 

• The person is mo)vated to handle the situa)on immediately but has to wait 

Crisis survival skills are not to be used for everyday problems. These are not 
problem-solving skills; they are skills that will help you make it through a 
challenging and difficult )me. These are skills for managing a crisis situa)on. Some 
people struggle to iden)fy a crisis, as any emo)onal stressor feels like a crisis. A 
crisis: 

• Is a defined event that involves stress and possibly trauma with lots of 
strong, unwanted, and painful emo)ons. A crisis has a beginning and an 
ending. 

• Has a need to be resolved immediately, or the person feels they need to 
find an immediate escape.  

• Does not seem to have an obvious solu)on (Galen & Aguirre, 2021).  

Two skills that are key to crisis survival are distrac)ng oneself and soothing 
oneself.  
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Distract 

Distrac)ng means taking one's mind off the problem and pu]ng one's agen)on 
on something else. DBT uses distrac)on skills as a way to manage distressing 
emo)ons and situa)ons healthily, using adap)ve behaviors instead of self-
injurious ones. ACCEPTS is one way to distract from a distressing emo)on or 
situa)on so one can return to it in a beger mindset. It is not meant as a way to 
avoid a situa)on.  

ACCEPTS 

A: Ac)vi)es 

Do an ac)vity that requires enough agen)on to take one's mind off the problem; 
it shouldn't be an ac)vity that can be done mindlessly. The ac)vity should be 
something the person can lose themselves in. Ojen, the more ac)ve the ac)vity, 
the easier it is to forget the distressing situa)on. Examples include exercising, 
reading, spending )me with friends, watching a movie or TV show, or par)cipa)ng 
in a hobby.  

C: Contribu)ng  

Contribu)ng helps the person shij their agen)on from the situa)on that is 
causing them pain to focus on helping someone else. Contribu)ng helps by taking 
the person's mind off the distressing situa)on but also helps them feel beger 
about themselves since they are doing something good for someone else. 
Examples include volunteering, babysi]ng for a friend or family member, doing 
something nice for a stranger, and reaching out to check in on a friend.  

C: Comparison 

Comparison can work in two ways. One can compare where one is now to where 
one was two to five years ago and how much beger they are coping now. This is 
not to invalidate the pain of the current situa)on, but as a reminder that things 
have been worse in the past, and the person made it through that, and now they 
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have more skills to lean on. The second way to use comparison is to compare 
oneself to someone else who is in a worse situa)on.  

E: Emo)ons 

The distrac)on skill with emo)ons is to distract from one emo)on by ac)va)ng a 
different one. Ways to do this can be listening to happy music when sad or 
watching a funny TV show or movie when sad or angry. It's doing something to 
ac)vate an opposite emo)on to what one is experiencing in the moment that one 
wishes to distract from or change.  

P: Pushing Away 

If the person is in a situa)on where they can not handle the emo)ons or situa)on, 
pushing it away for the )me being may be an appropriate temporary solu)on. 
There should be a set )meline for returning to the problem and resolving it so it is 
not avoided indefinitely. Pushing away can be an effec)ve skill when the situa)on 
can not be resolved immediately. For example, if the person is up late at night 
rumina)ng about the day's events, there is nothing that can be done about the 
situa)on because it is the middle of the night. Using pushing away, ge]ng a good 
night's sleep, and dealing with the problem in the morning would be an ideal use 
of the pushing away skill.  

T: Thoughts 

This distrac)on skill is shijing one's mind to think about something else instead of 
the distressing thought, as it is difficult to think about the distressing issue if one is 
thinking about something else. Examples include coun)ng (coun)ng to ten, 
coun)ng )les on the floor, or coun)ng backward by two from 100), naming 
countries or states alphabe)cally, or lis)ng all the things in a room that are the 
same color.  

S: Sensa)ons 
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Using sensa)ons to distract oneself is an excellent skill to use when the emo)onal 
pain feels extreme, or the urge to do something impulsive or self-injurious is 
triggered. Examples include holding an ice cube in one's hand un)l it is completely 
melted, listening to loud music, taking a hot or cold shower, sucking on a strong 
mint, ea)ng something spicy, smell something with an overpowering smell. It 
should be something that is intense on the senses but is not harmful.
(dbtseleelp.com 2024; Galen & Aguirre, 2021). 

Soothe 

Self-soothing skills use the physical body senses. DBT uses the five senses to help 
soothe oneself when in crisis survival. The goal is to shij one's focus from a 
stressful situa)on to something different. This skill allows one to take a short 
break and connect or ground oneself with one's surroundings. DBT self-soothing 
encourages the person to create personalized sense rituals they can use during 
)mes of distress to regulate their emo)ons. 

Vision: Visual self-soothing may involve crea)ng a soothing environment through 
calming images or soj ligh)ng to offer a visual refuge from distress. Other 
examples include focusing on a candle flame, looking at beau)ful art or pictures, 
or observing flowers, trees, or other nature at a park. 

Hearing: Auditory self-soothing can be achieved through calming music or sounds, 
providing a comfor)ng backdrop to the chaos of emo)ons. Other examples 
include listening to the waves or a bubbling brook, hearing the breeze in the trees 
or windchimes, or even listening to the traffic going by or sounds in one's house.  

Smell: Smell self-soothing may include essen)al oil aromatherapy, ligh)ng a 
scented candle, baking or cooking something that has a comfor)ng smell, going 
for a walk, and no)cing the different smells.  
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Taste: Taste self-soothing may involve enjoying a cup of tea and savoring the 
flavors, slowly le]ng a piece of chocolate melt in one's mouth, ea)ng a favorite 
meal, and focusing on the flavor of each bite.  

Touch: Tac)le self-soothing involves physically engaging with objects or sensa)ons 
that bring comfort, such as cuddling a soj blanket or holding a comfor)ng object. 
Other examples include pe]ng a cat or dog, wearing comfy pajamas, taking a 
bath, or swimming in a pool and feeling the water on one's body (DBT Self-Help, 

2024) ( Galen & Aguirre, 2021).  

Prac=ce: Pick one of these self-soothing methods to try right now. For each of the 
five senses, what ac1vity or prac1ce would be most self-soothing for you?  

IMPROVE 

Some)mes, a situa)on can not be solved at the moment, but it may be possible to 
improve the moment. The goal is to reduce distress and feel beger by improving 
the moment. IMPROVE skills support the person in accep)ng they do not have 
control over the situa)on but support them in ge]ng through the intense distress 
un)l the emo)ons or situa)on subsides.  

All DBT skills are meant to be prac)ced before you need them so that when you 
do need them they are there, ready to use. Prac)cing when one isn't in crisis will 
make it easier to access the skills in distressing moments.  

I: Imagery 

Imagery is changing the situa)on in one's mind. It could be imagining a different 
situa)on than the person is currently in. It is a way to leave a situa)on mentally, 
even if it is not possible to leave physically. It can also be imagining a situa)on 
going the way one desires or escaping to a safe place.     

Prac=ce 
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1. Imagine in your mind a safe and relaxing place you would like to be. Focus 
on this place and let yourself feel as if you are there. Imagine the details of 
the place. What do you see, hear, taste, smell, and touch? Once you are in 
your safe space, let the hurt feelings and emo1ons fade away, allowing you 
to be more comfortable. As you breathe slowly and relax into your safe 
space, you will also relax in reality.  

2. Imagine things are going well for you in your current situa1on. Imagine the 
outcome you desire. As you prac1ce imagining situa1ons going well for you, 
you may no1ce that it begins to happen more oHen in reality, too. As you 
get beIer at imagining coping beIer in situa1ons, you are able to apply this 
skill to deal more effec1vely with challenging situa1ons.  

M: Meaning 

Making meaning out of one's situa)on means finding some posi)ves from a 
nega)ve or less-than-ideal situa)on, AKA making lemonade out of lemons. This is 
a way to make oneself more comfortable and turn a bad situa)on around. Trying 
to find posi)ves in distressing situa)ons and not denying that things may be bad 
or distressing is a way to improve and feel beger in the moment. 

This is not about finding a purpose in one's suffering like in some religious beliefs. 
There are other ways to find meaning. It can also be about finding inspira)on or 
learning a lesson. Finding a lesson in an experience can result in posi)ve aspects 
from nega)ve experiences. In every situa)on, a person can ask themselves the 
following ques)ons. What can I learn from this experience? What do I want to 
learn? How can I achieve what I want? 

Prac=ce: Ways to prac1ce meaning out of distressing situa1ons may include: 

• Sing loudly instead of yelling.  

• Using angry energy to make art  

• Using sad energy to write a poem or song 
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• Comba1ng loneliness by joining a group or invi1ng friends for dinner 

P: Prayer 

Prayer can be to God, other religious or spiritual en))es, a higher power, the 
universe, or your wise mind. Prayer can relieve or increase tolerance of distress. 
Many people have an increase in faith during )mes of crisis, and while they may 
not pray regularly, they find it helpful during a crisis.  

There are why-me prayers and distress prayers that are most ojen used when 
pleading for something. One may ask for distress relief, for something to happen, 
or for a higher being to take pity. There are also acceptance prayers that are 
similar to radical acceptance. One asks to be open to whatever happens and 
accept it.  

For those who do not believe in God and struggle with the idea of a higher power 
and prayer, there is an alterna)ve. Verbalizing one's issues and having faith that 
everything will work out can be an effec)ve way to manage distressing situa)ons.   

R: Relaxa)on 

When in crisis or distress, most people tense up, their muscles )ghten, and it 
seems impossible to relax. This heightened level of stress triggers the fight-or-
flight response. To exit that mode, one needs to relax their mind and body.  

Different ac)vi)es are relaxing to some and not others; it is important to find 
what works for each person. Some examples of relaxing ac)vi)es include guided 
medita)on, yoga, reading, listening to music, taking a hot bath, going on a walk, 
and intense exercise.  

Prac=ce: When feeling tense one way to relax is to tense your muscles. Tensing 
them for a few seconds and then releasing. By overtensing the muscles it makes it 
more obvious when they are then relaxed. This can even be done discreetly in 
public.  
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O: One Thing in the Moment 

One thing in the moment is very similar to mindfulness or one-mindfully. It 
focuses on the one thing the person can do in the present moment. This allows 
the person )me to segle down and calm themselves. Suffering can be 
exacerbated by remembering past distress and worrying about future distressing 
situa)ons. Staying in the moment and focusing on the present can reduce 
suffering. Focusing on one thing at a )me also reduces the likelihood of becoming 
overwhelmed. When a person is focused on one thing at a )me, it makes it 
difficult for the mind to concentrate on the intense emo)ons, and therefore, the 
feelings become less consuming.  

Prac=ce: Suffering intensifies when you focus too much aIen1on on memories 
from past situa1ons. By staying in the present moment, you can recognize that 
those past situa1ons are not happening now. They are just memories being 
remembered now. ShiHing your focus when you recognize yourself dwelling in past 
memories and returning your focus to the present can reduce your suffering and 
distress.  

V: Vaca)on 

This isn't a real go-away vaca)on but a temporary break from the current 
situa)on.  

A mini-vaca)on could be: 

• Taking a walk in the park 

• Shu]ng your office door and having a quiet moment to yourself 

• Lying on the couch with an eye mask and earplugs 

• Watching a TV show or movie 

There are two rules for the vaca)on skill:  
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1. Do not take a vaca)on that could harm you.  

For example, don't take a mental health day when you are a planned 
presenter at an event or as a way to avoid a deadline at work. This will just 
cause more stress and poten)ally a bigger crisis when you return.  

2. Do not let your vaca)on get too long.  

For example, if you take a break from studying, set a )me for when you will 
go back to studying. If you watch a TV show, it is just one episode, not a 
binge session. A vaca)on is a skill that increases your effec)veness and 
alleviates your suffering long enough to be able to move forward and do 
what needs to be done, not as an avoidance tac)c.  

Prac=ce: Stop what you are doing right now and take a five-minute mini-vaca1on 
to relax.  

E: Encouragement 

This skill is about self-care and self-kindness. It is easy to talk nega)vely to oneself, 
especially in )mes of distress. People's moods are greatly impacted by the way 
they talk to themselves. Research shows that people who encourage themselves 
can increase their ability to perform the ac)on they are focusing on. The prac)ce 
of encouragement includes saying encouraging things to oneself, such as "I can do 
it," "I'll get through this," "I am strong enough to survive this," and "This will pass, 
I will get through it." It is important that these statements are clear and not 
halfway statements, no "maybe," "I guess," or "I'm kind of…." statements. It can 
be difficult to say these statements with belief during )mes of crisis. This is why 
prac)cing them is so important before being in a distressing situa)on.  

Prac=ce: Write down your encouraging statement. Look at it throughout the day, 
and read it out loud un1l you catch yourself repea1ng it. Find other 1mes 
throughout the day to use posi1ve self-talk (dbtselMelp.com, 2024; Galen & 
Aguirre, 2021; Rance, 2019) 

28



Reality Acceptance 

Reality acceptance comprises three parts: radical acceptance, turning your mind, 
and willingness.  

Radical Acceptance 

Radical acceptance is one of the most effec)ve and most difficult DBT skills. This 
skill is accep)ng the en)re situa)on as it is, in the moment, with no judgment, 
and not figh)ng the reality. This can be extremely difficult to do in challenging, 
emo)onal situa)ons. One can fight the situa)on or challenge, or accept it. Not 
accep)ng the reality is not going to change the reality and will only cause more 
emo)onal turmoil. It doesn't mean being happy about the situa)on, but it also 
doesn't mean being miserable about it either; it means accep)ng it for what it is. 
Radical acceptance is the complete and total acceptance of a situa)on, body, 
mind, and soul accep)ng of the situa)on. It means not denying, rejec)ng, or 
figh)ng the reality of the situa)on.  

Radical acceptance is challenging, and people ojen struggle with resistance and 
want to find a beger or easier solu)on. When dealing with painful situa)ons, one 
can choose to  

• Try and solve the problem 

• Try and change how they feel about the problem 

• Accept the problem or situa)on 

• Do nothing and remain miserable  

When a person is in a difficult situa)on, they can review the above list and 
consider each op)on. While the first three provide possible ac)onable solu)ons, 
the fourth offers no opportunity for improvement. Many people s)ll pick op)on 
four. It requires the least amount of work, even though it offers no results.  
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People who prac)ce radical acceptance find a sense of calm. It is not that they like 
what happened to them, but they know what happened has happened. Rather 
than spending this moment rumina)ng about it, they focus on other things.  

A mantra of radical acceptance is "It is what it is." Repea)ng this mantra allows 
one to release their expecta)ons and judgment of what has happened. It is a way 
to turn towards a higher power or the universe and say, "This is what you have 
given me, and I accept it." 

One of the most challenging )mes to apply radical acceptance is to trauma)c 
events. Using radical acceptance for trauma is acknowledging what happened to 
the person; denying it provides no benefit. What happened is most likely not the 
person's fault, but they are now responsible for living with it. The second part of 
radical acceptance around trauma is accep)ng that one's life is worth living, not 
despite what happened to them but including what happened to them. It is part 
of who they are, but they are also more than just what has happened to them. 
Radical acceptance is accep)ng the trauma did not ruin their life. It is important to 
address that a person needs to feel safe before agemp)ng radical acceptance 
around trauma, and it may take years to get to that point.  

Radical acceptance is not approval of a situa)on or trauma. It does not mean the 
person becomes happy that a situa)on happened to them. It is not agreement, 
approval, or condoning what happened. It is le]ng go so one can move on with 
one's life. While radical acceptance is free from judgment, a situa)on can s)ll be 
unjust, but the person chooses to accept it in the best way for them (DBT Self-
Help, 2024), (Galen & Aguirre, 2021). 

Prac=ce: Consider a minor situa1on that caused you to have an emo1onal 
response. Try to accept it as is without judgment. Use your mantra. Open your 
hands and turn them upward. Turn the mind when you find yourself straying from 
the path of acceptance (DBT Self-Help, 2024). 
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Turning your mind 

Radical acceptance is challenging to implement all the )me. It's a skill that must 
be repeated over and over again. When radical acceptance starts to slip, turning 
the mind is the skill that comes in. It is the prac)ce of no)cing when one is no 
longer using radical acceptance and turning the mind back to it. This is done in 
two steps:  

1. No)ce that you are not accep)ng the situa)on. This can be no)ced when 
you feel anger, judgment, and repe))ve and ineffec)ve self-pity.  

2. Commi]ng yourself to acceptance. Commitment is different than radical 
acceptance. This step is making the commitment to turn your mind back 
towards working towards acceptance. It's a commitment to turn the mind 
towards alterna)ve op)ons beyond judgment and anger (Galen & Aguirre, 
2021).  

Willingness 

Willingness is a prac)ce and a]tude of allowing things to be as they are, not 
figh)ng, and agreeing to par)cipate in what is happening. Fully par)cipa)ng in 
what is necessary, no mager the condi)ons, is willingness. The opposite, 
willfulness, is refusing to do what is necessary.  

Willingness does not mean that by accep)ng a situa)on, the person agrees, gives 
up, gives in, or lets the other person win. It is a skill that accepts that things are as 
they are and that the person is willing to par)cipate in life anyway.  

Wilfulness is the refusal to par)cipate in life. It is like throwing a temper tantrum 
and refusing anything that is offered, no mager the situa)on. No)cing wilfulness 
and labeling it is the way to then move towards willingness and acceptance (Galen 
& Aguirre, 2021).  

Prac=ce: If a person finds it difficult to turn their mind and shiH away from 
willfulness towards willingness, one trick is to change to a more willing body 
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posture. This is done by opening your hands, palm-up on your lap (rather than 
having closed fists or crossed arms). This is using your body to tell your mind that 
you are willing, even when your mind is resis1ng (Galen & Aguirre, 2021).   

Emo)onal Regula)on 
Emo)ons have three func)ons:  

1. To communicate informa)on to yourself 

2. To communicate and influence others 

3. To mo)vate ac)on 

SUN: Iden)fying the Emo)on 

Many people struggle with iden)fying the emo)ons they are feeling, which then 
causes them to not know what to do when they have difficult feelings they cannot 
iden)fy, which then leaves them feeling unbalanced. One method to iden)fy an 
emo)on is using the SUN acronym.  

S: Sensa)ons 

Focus on what you feel and the physical sensa)ons in your body. No)ce whether 
there is tension in any part of your body. 

U: Urges 

Do you have any urges to do anything in par)cular? Most emo)ons come with an 
ac)on urge. For example, people who are angry have the urge to agack. People 
who are sad have the urge to cry or isolate.  

N: Name (the emo)on)  
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When you put together the body sensa)ons and ac)on urges, it’s easier to name 
the emo)on (DBT Self-Help, 2024), (Galen & Aguirre, 2021). See Emo)ons Wheel 
in Appendix A for assistance in labeling emo)ons.  

Emo)on regula)on is the ability to balance emo)ons effec)vely in different 
situa)ons and around different people. It is the ability to manage, cope with, and 
understand every emo)on that one experiences. If someone is feeling distressed 
and knows how to self-regulate, they could label the emo)on and find a way to 
get themselves into a beger emo)onal state. A person without self-regula)ng 
skills won’t be able to iden)fy the emo)on or change their mood and may react 
impulsively or inappropriately. Emo)onal dysregula)on is the inability to regulate 
one’s emo)ons, which results in behavior disorders and impulsive decision-
making. Those who struggle with emo)on dysregula)on ojen experience intense 
and labile emo)ons that change frequently (Rance, 2019).  

ABC PLEASE 

One way to decrease emo)onal vulnerability is with ABC PLEASE. There are many 
things in life one can’t control, but we do have control over our ability to find our 
own balance. ABC PLEASE is the emo)onal founda)on that keeps one steady 
when there are emo)onal situa)ons that are out of one’s control. ABC focuses on 
psychological skills that can be performed over )me to reduce one’s emo)onal 
vulnerabili)es. PLEASE focuses on physiological skills to take care of one’s body.  

A: Accumulate Posi)ves 

Accumula)ng posi)ves means ac)vely looking for what brings one joy and 
incorpora)ng it into one's life. The person is not wai)ng for good things to happen 
but seeking out those things and experiences that bring joy into their life. When a 
person is suffering, it is difficult to do things that bring them joy. Small things can 
bring posi)ve experiences each day and help build emo)onal resiliency. Not only 
do posi)ve experiences bring joy in the moment, but they also build memories 
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that one can tap into to cheer oneself up and improve one's mood during 
challenging )mes (DBT Self-Help, 2024), (Galen & Aguirre, 2021). 

B: Building Mastery 

Doing something every day that makes one feel confident, competent, and good 
at something is the way to build mastery. Doing something challenging every day 
is a way to have a sense of accomplishment and feel good about oneself (DBT Self-
Help, 2024), (Galen & Aguirre, 2021). 

C: Coping ahead of )me with difficult situa)ons 

Coping ahead involves crea)ng an ac)on plan for when one becomes emo)onal. 
This plan can include skills, instruc)ons, and inspira)on. When a person can 
an)cipate and prepare for difficult situa)ons, they will be less vulnerable to 
problema)c strong emo)onal reac)ons.  

Prac=ce: Steps for a cope ahead plan are:  

1. Describe the facts of the situa1on. This should be done mindfully and 
nonjudgmentally, s1cking to the facts of the situa1on that is crea1ng worry. 
Once there is a clear defini1on of the problem, move on to step 2.  

2. Decide what skills you will use to tackle the problem. This will likely require a 
group of skills as it is not likely there is one that is sufficient to do it all. A 
plan should include at least three different skills. Distress tolerance skills are 
a good place to start to reduce the intensity of emo1ons. From there, move 
on to acceptance skills or change skills depending on the problem. Write the 
skills plan down.  

3. Imagine the situa1on with as much detail as possible. Imagine 
implemen1ng the skills plan with effec1veness mul1ple 1mes. Imagine 
situa1ons or new problems that may happen that would be challenging to 
con1nue prac1cing this skill.  
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4. Think of the worst-case scenario; this is typically something the person has 
been worrying about, such as what-if rumina1ons. Use the plan to address 
these what-if situa1ons and modify the plan as needed to deal with the 
worst-case scenario (Galen & Aguirre, 2021).  

PL: Physical Illness 

When a person doesn’t feel well physically, it impacts their mood. It may cause 
increased sadness or irritability, which then leads to increased urges for 
maladap)ve behaviors, or the person may be more sensi)ve and reac)ve. Be 
aware that physical illness increases emo)onal vulnerability. It is important to 
seek treatment for physical illness. This may be as simple as taking pain 
medica)on for a headache or seeking medical agen)on for more serious issues.  

Prac=ce: Self-check-in: Do you have any physical illnesses that need to be 
addressed? Are you prescribed medica1on or treatments but are not taking/doing 
them? What is keeping you from seeking/par1cipa1ng in treatment for your 
physical illness? What would it look like for you to take care of your physical illness 
or needs? (DBT Self-Help, 2024), (Galen & Aguirre, 2021). 

E: Balanced Ea)ng 

When a person is hungry, they become more irritable and reac)ve. Yes, hangry is 
a real experience. It goes beyond ea)ng and not ea)ng; it can include the 
frequency of meals, what type of food is consumed, and the amount of food 
eaten.  

Prac=ce: Pay aIen1on to the impact of what you eat has on your mood. How is 
your ea1ng? Do you eat too liIle or too much? What foods do you eat? What 
foods make you feel calm? Energized? Bad? (DBT Self-Help, 2024), (Galen & 
Aguirre, 2021). 

A: Avoid Mood-Altering Substance 
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Drugs, alcohol, nico)ne, and caffeine can impact a person’s mood. It doesn’t 
mager if the substance is being used legally, as prescribed, or responsibly or not; 
mood-altering substances leave a person more emo)onally vulnerable. If the 
substance is impac)ng one’s mood nega)vely, it may be )me to reduce or 
eliminate their use. Substances can also cause a person to act in ways that are not 
congruent with their values (DBT Self-Help, 2024), (Galen & Aguirre, 2021). 

S: Balanced Sleep 

Sleep is crucial for mental health and has one of the most powerful impacts on 
mood. One’s experience of the day can be completely different depending on 
whether they have slept well and enough; both quan)ty and quality mager. When 
a person doesn’t sleep, it makes it difficult to func)on. Be aware that if you don’t 
sleep, you are more emo)onally vulnerable and should be extra kind to yourself 
the next day. It may be necessary to work with a doctor and/or therapist to create 
a sleep hygiene plan, discuss medica)on, or address nightmares, depending on 
what the reasons are that are resul)ng in a lack of sleep (DBT Self-Help, 2024), 
(Galen & Aguirre, 2021). 

E: Exercise 

There is a strong link between the benefits of exercise and mood. It can be 
difficult to be mo)vated to exercise if one is experiencing a low mood. However, 
finding an exercise rou)ne that is independent of one's mood for the day can 
help. Finding a type of exercise that is enjoyable means the person is more likely 
to par)cipate regularly. If one hasn’t been exercising regularly, finding something 
to do for twenty minutes a day is a good star)ng point. Be aware of what gets in 
the way of exercising so those barriers can be addressed (DBT Self-Help, 2024), 
(Galen & Aguirre, 2021). 
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Opposite Ac)on 

Opposite ac)on is an emo)onal regula)on skill to use in the moment to change 
how one feels. It can be used when ac)ng on an emo)on being felt would not be 
an effec)ve response. The purpose of opposite ac)ons means that when one’s 
behavior doesn’t fit the emo)on, one will have to train oneself to do the opposite 
of one's urges. If an emo)on does not fit the facts of a situa)on, it is unjus)fied, 
and therefore, ac)ng on the urge based on that emo)on would be ineffec)ve. All 
emo)ons have ac)on urges, meaning that make one want to do something or 
avoid doing something. Jus)fied emo)ons fit the situa)on's facts, including the 
emo)on's dura)on and intensity to the situa)on. Unjus)fied emo)ons do not fit 
the situa)on's facts, and the emo)onal intensity and dura)on do not fit the 
situa)on.   

The steps for opposite ac)on skills are: 

1. Iden)fy and name the emo)on. 

2. Check the facts and determine if the emo)on is jus)fied or unjus)fied. 

3. Ask: What is my ac)on urge? What do I want to do as a result of how I feel 
right now? 

4. Connect with your wise mind and ask yourself whether ac)ng on the urges 
is effec)ve. Does it move you towards or away from your goal? 

5. If your emo)on is unjus)fied and ac)ng on your current urges is ineffec)ve, 
iden)fy some ways that you could act opposite to your current urges.  

6. Act opposite 110%. The more extreme you go with ac)ng opposite, the 
more powerful it will be for how you feel.  

7. Con)nue the process of ac)ng opposite un)l your urges and emo)ons 
decrease.  
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Opposite ac)on skills require a lot of willingness, especially at )mes when the 
person may feel very stuck. While challenging skill, it has very powerful results. It 
can lead to long-term changes in how one feels, especially when compared to the 
short-term results that distress tolerance skills give. It can build mastery, which 
supports mo)va)on to use the skill again in the future (Galen & Aguirre, 2021).  

Opposite Ac)on should not be used in situa)ons that cause fear; fear can be a 
healthy emo)on if it keeps one from unsafe situa)ons. That would not be a )me 
to use the opposite emo)on skill because the emo)on DOES fit the situa)on. It is 
a jus)fied emo)on (DBT Self-Help, 2024). 

Interpersonal Effec)veness Skills 
Interpersonal effec)veness skills are designed to help people get what they want 
and need out of their rela)onships while also being respecyul of themselves and 
others. Interpersonal rela)onships can be extra challenging when one is dealing 
with unstable emo)ons.  

Interpersonal Objec)ves 

There are three types of goals in interpersonal effec)veness. Ojen, there will be 
more than one of these goals at play in any given situa)on, and many )mes it is all 
three.  

Objec=ve Effec=veness: Obtaining what one wants 

Objec)ve effec)veness is asking for what one wants, and DEAR MAN is a skill that 
helps people effec)vely do that. If the person is finding themselves avoiding 
asking for things that want or need in their rela)onship, both small and big things, 
this is a helpful skill to use to build confidence in asking for what one needs.  

D: Describe 
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Describe the facts of the situa)on aloud to the other person.  

E: Express 

Express how you feel openly and honestly. Use I statements to avoid blame. Do 
not assume the other person knows how you feel.  

A: Assert 

Assert yourself by asking for what you want or need. This should be done clearly 
and directly, so there is ligle room for misinterpreta)on. The most effec)ve 
asser)ve ques)on is a yes or no ques)on.  

R: Reinforce 

Reinforce focuses on what's in it so the other person can respond posi)vely to the 
request.  

M: Mindful 

Stay on topic, and don't get distracted by past or future issues. Stay mindful of the 
goal. Be a broken record and repeat the request if the conversa)on has gone off-
topic. Ignore their agacks if the other person becomes agitated and repeat the 
request calmly.   

A: Appear Confident 

Present confidently and effec)vely, using a confident tone and body language. 
This includes good posture, making eye contact, and speaking clearly without 
minimizers like maybe or whispering.  

N: Nego)ate 

Be flexible and willing to give in order to get something back. Discuss alterna)ve 
solu)ons to get closer to the request. Ask the other person for solu)ons to the 
problem (dbtseleelp.com, 2024; Galen & Aguirre, 2021). 

39



Rela=onship Effec=veness: Maintaining or improving a rela=onship 

GIVE skills let the other person know their feelings mager and make sense. It is a 
form of valida)on that will help care for a rela)onship. Addressing rela)onship 
problems when they occur prevents hurts and problems from building up. Skills 
can also be used to prevent problems from happening. Toxic rela)onships can be 
ended, and it is not necessary to use GIVE on people who don't deserve it. GIVE 
skills are ways to build and maintain healthy communica)on in rela)onships. 

G: Gentle 

Gentleness is similar to kindness. It is being caring, genuine, and curious in one's 
interac)ons with others and mindful of others' feelings. It is staying away from 
being judgmental, black-and-white thinking, agacking, threatening, yelling, eye-
rolling, and walking away.  

I: Interested 

Show interest in what the other person is saying and what is happening in their 
life. This communicates to the other person that what they are saying is being 
heard and valued. Ac)ng interested includes listening, facing the person, making 
eye contact, and not interrup)ng.  

V: Validate 

Validate means showing the other person's understanding through one's words 
and ac)ons. Acknowledge what they have said and their feelings around a 
situa)on.  

E: Easy Manner 

Nonverbal communica)on plays a large part in effec)ve communica)on. This 
includes posture, staying relaxed, maintaining eye contact, smiling, staying 
lighthearted, and using humor. Things to avoid are too much intensity, guilt-
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tripping, and bullying (DBT Self-Help, 2024), (Galen & Aguirre, 2021), (Rance, 
2019).  

Prac=ce: How would you want to be treated during a conversa1on? Would you 
rather be yelled at or treated with kindness? How would the two different 
approaches look in words and ac1ons?  

Self-Respect Effec=veness: Maintaining one's self-respect 

It is easy to get caught up in emo)ons during an argument and uninten)onally go 
along with what the other person is saying. FAST helps the person maintain their 
self-respect during a discussion or argument. The FAST acronym is a way to act in 
an argument to increase the likelihood of mee)ng the objec)ve of the discussion 
without sacrificing one's values.  

F: Fair 

Being fair means not being judgmental, drama)c, or exaggera)ng. It is striving to 
see the situa)on from mul)ple perspec)ves. It is being fair to the other person's 
point of view while also being fair to oneself and not depreca)ng oneself. 

A: (no) Apologies 

Apologies should only be made when a person has done something wrong. Then, 
a genuine apology is in order. This should be made once and should come with a 
commitment to do something different next )me. Apologies are meaningless if 
one doesn't change one's behavior next )me. No one should apologize if they 
haven't done anything wrong. Over-apologizing degrades one's self-respect.  

S: S)ck to Your Values 

Be honest about what is important, and do not compromise values or morals in an 
agempt to avoid conflict or make the other person happy. S)cking up for one's 
values and se]ng boundaries will build self-respect, confidence, and self-esteem.  

T: Truthful 
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Truth is being honest with others but also staying true to oneself. It is speaking 
one's truth and not hiding behind generalites or other people. It is s)cking to the 
facts and not exaggera)ng or being dishonest (DBT Self-Help, 2024), (Galen & 
Aguirre, 2021), (Rance, 2019).  

Prac=ce: FAST skills can be prac1ced in everyday conversa1ons, even with 
strangers such as a cashier or server. The more comfortable one is using FAST in 
everyday conversa1on, the more competent one will be when using the skills 
during arguments or more difficult conversa1ons (DBT Self-Help, 2024). 

Ac)ve Listening 

Communica)on is more about listening than talking. Effec)ve listening involves 
understanding the meaning behind the other person's words and the emo)ons in 
the message being shared. Ac)ve listening involves:  

Completely focusing on the speaker 

Engage in the conversa)on with no distrac)ons so as to give the conversa)on your 
undivided agen)on.  

Avoid interrup)ng or talking about yourself 

Shijing the conversa)on to yourself can cause the other person to feel as if you 
are not listening and send the message that what you have to say is more 
important.  

Show interest 

This can be nodding your head, saying okay, smiling, all ways that can encourage 
the other person to con)nue talking.  

Listen non-judgmentally 
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To fully understand someone, you need to let go of previous ideas and nega)ve 
emo)ons you may have had towards them so you can listen to them non-
judgmentally and fully understand where they are coming from.  

Provide feedback 

Paraphrasing back to the person communicates that they have been heard and 
understood. If you are unclear about something, ask for ques)ons to clarify 
(Rance, 2019).  

Valida)on 

Valida)on is what allows a person to feel heard and respected. It is an important 
part of any rela)onship, and one should prac)ce valida)ng others and 
themselves. It can be challenging to validate others when a person has strong 
feelings about something, which tends to make them focus on their thoughts and 
feelings rather than those of others. Valida)on is seeking to understand a person's 
experience. When people feel validated, their emo)onal intensity and speed slow 
down, and they begin to share what is going on and how they feel about the 
situa)on.  

There are six different ways to validate oneself or others.  

Pay aZen)on  

Give the other person your complete agen)on, make eye contact, nod, and ask 
clarifying ques)ons. These ac)ons let the other person know you are interested in 
their experience.  

Reflect back 

Reflec)ng back tells the other person that you are following what they are saying 
and want to make sure you understand.  

Read minds 
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Reading minds lets the other person know you see how they feel without the 
other person saying anything. This ojen comes from taking cues from the other 
person's body language. However, it can be risky, as there is a chance of 
misreading, in which case, offer an apology and seek clarifica)on.  

Understand 

Understanding is seeing how the other person's feelings or opinions make sense 
based on their history and iden)ty.  

Acknowledge the valid 

Acknowledging the valid means le]ng the other person know that their 
experience is typical or normal and shared by others and that if you had the same 
experience, you might feel the same way, too.  

Show equality/radical genuineness 

This form of valida)on is less about using words and more about showing your 
authen)city when recognizing others' experiences. You can show this authen)city 
by handing someone a )ssue who is crying or excited and celebra)ng a friend's 
win with them (Galen & Aguirre, 2021).  

Se^ng Boundaries 

It is important to have control over one's interpersonal boundaries to be able to 
build healthy and produc)ve rela)onships. It is also important to set clear 
boundaries in situa)ons that may be unhealthy or unproduc)ve.  

• Physical boundaries are around one's body if someone is allowed to touch 
one's body in any way, including sexually.  

• Emo)onal boundaries are around who is and isn't allowed to affect you 
emo)onally. This includes le]ng someone manipulate one's emo)ons, such 
as making you feel guilty or happy.  

44



• Psychological boundaries are around what informa)on one chooses to 
share with others about oneself, such as opinions, thoughts, and beliefs.  

Part of se]ng boundaries is being mindful of the situa)on. Observing how much 
the other person is sharing and the type of informa)on they are sharing will 
determine if this is someone to trust, open up boundaries with, and share more 
informa)on about oneself with. Prac)cing boundary se]ng allows a person to 
protect themselves by establishing stronger boundaries. It can also help grow 
rela)onships by prac)cing flexible boundaries with people who are trustworthy.  

Being aware of boundaries in a rela)onship or situa)on and changing the 
boundary as needed, either strengthening it or being more flexible and open with 
it, is the process of nego)a)ng boundaries. Having a more flexible boundary 
means sharing more informa)on, allowing the other person to affect one's 
emo)ons, or being more physically close to the other person. Having a more rigid 
boundary means shu]ng down certain subjects, crea)ng more emo)onal 
distance, or physical distance (Dialec)cal Behavior Therapy, 2024). 

Prac=ce: What was a recent situa1on in which you nego1ated a boundary? What 
type of boundary was in ques1on? What was the situa1on? How did you nego1ate 
the boundary? What was the result of the nego1a1on? 
(dialec1calbehaviortherapy.com, 2024). 

Applying DBT Skills in Prac)ce 
DBT was ini)ally created to treat people diagnosed with Borderline Personality 
Disorder. It has since been applied to treat numerous other diagnoses effec)vely. 
This includes: 

• Anxiety & Depression: DBT helps the person become aware of their 
nega)ve thought pagerns and change them. It helps the person focus on 
posi)ve ac)vi)es to improve health.  
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• Post-trauma)c stress disorder: DBT helps the person process trauma)c 
events and use grounding techniques to reduce the severity of their PTSD 
symptoms.  

• Substance Use Disorder: DBT helps the person reduce cravings, avoid 
situa)ons that trigger substance use, and find healthier ways to manage 
stress.   

• Ea)ng Disorders: DBT helps people with bulimia and binge ea)ng to 
develop distress tolerance and emo)onal regula)on skills. 

• Self-Harm: DBT offers specific skills to manage self-harm impulses and avoid 
maladap)ve behaviors. 

• Agen)on Deficit Hyperac)vity Disorder: DBT provides skills to improve 
impulse control and create life organiza)onal skills.  

• Anger management: DBT helps the person recognize triggers to their anger 
and offers skills to reduce emo)on and eliminate aggressive behaviors 
(dialec)calbehaviortherapy.com, 2024; Galen & Aguirre, 2021) 

It is effec)ve in working with diverse popula)ons, including:  

• Adults 

• Adolescents 

• Incarcerated popula)ons 

• People with developmental disabili)es 

• Family members of people with borderline personality disorder 

• Students as a social-emo)onal curriculum in schools (Galen & Aguirre, 
2021).  
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Challenges with Dialec)cal Behavior Therapy 

• DBT requires a significant )me commitment from both the therapist and 
the client 

• There are numerous skills in DBT which can be overwhelming. Clients may 
find it too confusing and be unwilling to commit to treatment.  

• DBT requires homework that may not be a good match for some clients or 
they may not be capable of comple)ng it. 

• DBT is structured with strict boundaries. 

• There is no structured trauma processing, which some clients may need to 
be able to recover from their trauma)c experiences.  

• Some DBT skills are derived from Eastern philosophies that some clients 
with Western religious beliefs may object to.  

• DBT therapists require a high level of training and experience, as there is a 
high likelihood of risky behaviors during the treatment process (Beltrani, 
2024). 

Cultural Considera)ons 

Cultural adapta)ons are ways to modify psychotherapy models that are usually 
developed for White people in Western countries to beger fit the needs of 
different cultures, including people of color and cross-cultural clients. Cultural 
adapta)ons that have already been implemented with DBT include:  

• Transla)ng DBT handouts and delivering DBT content in different languages 

• Matching therapist-client based on language and ethnicity 

• Using metaphors from the clients' cultural background 
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• Including addi)onal informa)on on mental health s)gma 

• Discussing intergenera)onal trauma and Cri)cal Race Theory 

• Removing the use of self-respect where there is no transla)on or cultural 
familiarity with the concept 

• Using diary cards that are visual and do not use numbers 

• Incorpora)ng tribal prac)ces for Na)ve American clients 

• Delivering treatment in non-tradi)onal se]ngs due to transporta)on 
barriers (Haj et al., 2022). 

Ethical Considera)ons 

DBT therapists have the following ethical considera)ons:  

• They must balance suppor)ng a client's autonomy with the need for safety.  

• They must be aware of the balance between valida)ng a client's experience 
and reinforcing maladap)ve behaviors. 

• They must balance modeling nonjudgmental skills while s)ll holding a client 
accountable for harmful behaviors.  

• DBT informed consent should include the risks and benefits of the 
treatment, the expecta)on of homework and phone coaching in between 
sessions, and the likelihood of facing distressing emo)ons and situa)ons 
(Grouport, 2024).  

DBT has a built-in ethical support system for therapists with the consulta)on 
team. While a big component of the consulta)on team is to ensure adherence to 
the model, there is also the aspect of providing therapy for the therapist. Working 
with high-risk clients is extremely stressful, which leaves therapists at a high risk 
for burnout. Team consulta)on offers support to reduce burnout out through 
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listening, valida)on encouragement, humor, and irreverence, and provides a sense 
of community(Galen & Aguirre, 2021).  

Providing DBT treatment requires training, supervision, and a consulta)on team. 
Many therapists may not have the necessary support available in their workplace 
to provide DBT treatment, or they may not wish to work with a high-risk 
popula)on. However, many DBT skills can be incorporated into other models of 
psychotherapy.  

Research Implica)ons for DBT 
DBT is an evidence-based treatment, but it should not stop developing and being 
modified to meet the needs of clients. Areas of research include: 

Efficacy: When provided under ideal circumstances, does the interven)on 
produce the expected results?  

Effec)veness: Is there a beneficial effect in the real world? Across different 
se]ngs and popula)ons. 

Dissemina)on & Implementa)on: How are DBT interven)on materials 
disseminated to therapists and clients, and how well is it implemented as an 
evidence-based interven)on?  

Mechanism of Ac)on: This type of research examines how and why DBT works. 
What variables improve or worsen outcomes?  

Systemic Reviews: Comparing different DBT research topics to each other to find 
similari)es and differences and draw conclusions.  

Different Levels of Rigor & Credibility: How to ensure DBT is delivered in a way 
that adheres to the model, which improves clients' outcomes, reduces suicide 
agempts, reduces psychiatric hospitaliza)ons, reduces substance use, and lowers 
treatment dropout. Adherence is cri)cal in providing clients with a high level of 

49



care and ensuring they have the best possible outcomes (Behavioral Tech 
Ins)tute, 2024).  

Conclusion 
DBT is an evidence-based, effec)ve treatment for numerous mental health 
condi)ons. It can be used in various se]ngs, popula)on groups, and cultural 
backgrounds with some adapta)ons. DBT is especially effec)ve for individuals 
who have difficulty managing and regula)ng their emo)ons. The interven)on is 
designed to help individuals navigate the complexi)es of mindfulness, emo)onal 
regula)on, interpersonal rela)onships, and distress tolerance. Each of the four 
core concepts has numerous skills the client learns to support their growth in each 
area. DBT skills are taught in group and individual sessions, clients are supported 
in between sessions with phone coaching, and therapists are supported with team 
consulta)ons. The goal of DBT is for the client to learn strategies they can apply to 
foster emo)onal resilience, enhance communica)on, and empower them to lead 
more fulfilling lives. 

50



References  
Arris, J. (2022). DBT Therapy Workbook - Understand Your Emo)ons, to Manage 

Anxiety and Stress (Use Dialec)cal Behavior Therapy to Boost Your Self-

esteem, Distress Tolerance). [Self-published]. 

Behavioral Tech Ins)tute. (2024). Core Evidence & Research. Retrieved March 

2024, from hgps://behavioraltech.org/evidence/  

Beltrani, A. (2024). Pros and Cons of DBT Therapy. Retrieved March 2024, from 

hgps://concept.paloaltou.edu/resources/business-of-prac)ce-blog/pros-

and-cons-of-dbt  

DBTSelfHelp.com. (2024). DBTSelfHelp.com. Retrieved March 2024, from hgps://

dbtseleelp.com/  

Dialec)cal Behavior Therapy. (2024). DBT: Dialec)cal Behavior Therapy. Retrieved 

March 2024, from hgps://dialec)calbehaviortherapy.com/  

Galen, G., & Aguirre, B. (2021). DBT For Dummies. United States: Wiley. 

Grouport. (2024). Dialec)cal Behavior Therapy in Clinical Prac)ce. Retrieved 

March 2024, from hgps://www.grouporgherapy.com/blog/dialec)cal-

behavior-therapy-in-clinical-

prac)ce#:~:text=Ethical%20Considera)ons%20in%20DBT,experience%20an

d%20reinforcing%20maladap)ve%20behaviors.  

Haj, S. L., O’Grady, S. M., Shaller, E. A. L., & Liu, N. H. (2022). Cultural adapta)ons 

of dialec)cal behavior therapy: A systema)c review. Journal of Consul)ng 

and Clinical Psychology, Advance online publica)on. hgps://doi.org/

10.1037/ccp0000730  

51

https://behavioraltech.org/evidence/
https://concept.paloaltou.edu/resources/business-of-practice-blog/pros-and-cons-of-dbt
https://concept.paloaltou.edu/resources/business-of-practice-blog/pros-and-cons-of-dbt
https://dbtselfhelp.com/
https://dbtselfhelp.com/
https://dialecticalbehaviortherapy.com/
https://www.grouporttherapy.com/blog/dialectical-behavior-therapy-in-clinical-practice%23:~:text=Ethical%2520Considerations%2520in%2520DBT,experience%2520and%2520reinforcing%2520maladaptive%2520behaviors
https://www.grouporttherapy.com/blog/dialectical-behavior-therapy-in-clinical-practice%23:~:text=Ethical%2520Considerations%2520in%2520DBT,experience%2520and%2520reinforcing%2520maladaptive%2520behaviors
https://www.grouporttherapy.com/blog/dialectical-behavior-therapy-in-clinical-practice%23:~:text=Ethical%2520Considerations%2520in%2520DBT,experience%2520and%2520reinforcing%2520maladaptive%2520behaviors
https://www.grouporttherapy.com/blog/dialectical-behavior-therapy-in-clinical-practice%23:~:text=Ethical%2520Considerations%2520in%2520DBT,experience%2520and%2520reinforcing%2520maladaptive%2520behaviors
https://www.grouporttherapy.com/blog/dialectical-behavior-therapy-in-clinical-practice%23:~:text=Ethical%2520Considerations%2520in%2520DBT,experience%2520and%2520reinforcing%2520maladaptive%2520behaviors
https://doi.org/10.1037/ccp0000730
https://doi.org/10.1037/ccp0000730


Rance, C. (2019). Dialec)cal Behavior Therapy: A Comprehensive Guide to DBT 

and Using Behavioral Therapy to Manage Borderline Personality Disorder. 

[Self-published]. 

52



Appendix A: Emo)on Wheel  
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Retrieved March 2024.  
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