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What is DBT?

Dialectical

Behaviour

Therapy 

Image: How can DBT be useful over the Holidays? | Spacious Mind 
Counselling in Guelph & Online

https://spaciousmindcounselling.com/how-can-dbt-be-useful-over-the-holidays/
https://spaciousmindcounselling.com/how-can-dbt-be-useful-over-the-holidays/


What is DBT?

Dialectical

Behaviour

Therapy 



DBT hierarchy applied to substance use

E.g. suicidal while on substances, 
using substances in a risky/life-
threatening way

E.g. not turning up to sessions 
due to substance use, coming 
late, coming to sessions under 
the influence 

E.g. substances interfering with 
work, related to anger outbursts 
towards loved ones, no 
motivation, spends too much 
money on substances



What is DBT?

Dialectical

Behaviour

Therapy 

Image: Will CBT work for me? - by Debbie Featherstone

https://cbt4t.substack.com/p/will-cbt-work-for-me
https://cbt4t.substack.com/p/will-cbt-work-for-me
https://cbt4t.substack.com/p/will-cbt-work-for-me
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DBT in clinical settings

Comprehensive 
DBT program

Pre-treatment, skills group 
and individual sessions, 

DBT consult, phone 
coaching

Group only

Skills group, 
DBT consult

Individual setting

Incorporating DBT skills in 
treatment plan



Evidence 
for DBT

03



Evidence

● Originally developed by Dr Marsha Linehan to treat chronically suicidal clients, particularly in the 
context of Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD)

● Reviews and meta analyses show DBT is effective in reducing life threatening behaviours and BPD 
severity 

● Gold standard treatment for BPD 

● Skills group is a critical mechanism of change in the DBT model 

○ Stand alone intervention for BPD

○ Depression, anxiety, binge eating disorder and bulimia 

● Adaptations for adolescents (DBT-A), eating disorders (DBT-BED), PTSD (DBT-PTSD; DBT + DBT PE) 
substance use disorders (DBT-SUD), disorders of over control (RO-DBT)

Rizvi et al., 2024, Delaquis et al., 2022; Lynch, 2018; NICE guidelines, 2009



Evidence for DBT substance use adaptation

DBT for substance use disorders (DBT-SUD): adaptation of DBT to specifically target SUDs (Linehan & 
Dimeff, 1997)

● similar to traditional DBT with additional substance-use specific skills

● DBT-SUD primarily addresses substance use as a feature of emotion dysregulation 

● primarily been tested in individuals with comorbid BPD and SUD rather than as a standalone 

treatment for SUD

● See Salsman et al., 2020 and Warner and Murphy, 2022 for a more comprehensive review of the 
evidence 

○ Evidence for DBT-SUD is promising but samples are limited e.g. often include individuals with 
BPD and typically women

○ Lacks rigorous tests with active comparison control conditions including other evidence based 
treatments
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Biosocial Theory

Non-clinical 
emotional 
intensity

Emotion 
dysregulation

Image: https://www.edustoke.com/blog/criticism-childhood-parenting-patience/
Image: POW DBT materials 
Linehan, 1993

https://www.edustoke.com/blog/criticism-childhood-parenting-patience/
https://www.edustoke.com/blog/criticism-childhood-parenting-patience/
https://www.edustoke.com/blog/criticism-childhood-parenting-patience/
https://www.edustoke.com/blog/criticism-childhood-parenting-patience/
https://www.edustoke.com/blog/criticism-childhood-parenting-patience/
https://www.edustoke.com/blog/criticism-childhood-parenting-patience/
https://www.edustoke.com/blog/criticism-childhood-parenting-patience/


Skills



● States of mind

● WHAT skills
○ Observe
○ Describe
○ participate

● HOW skills
○ Non judgementally 
○ One mindfully 
○ Effectively 

Mindfulness skills

Linehan et al., 2015



Goal 1: survive a crisis without making things 
worse 

● STOP skill 
● TIPP skill
● Pros and cons
● Distract with ACCEPTS 
● Self-soothe 
● IMPROVE the moment

Distress Tolerance Skills

Image: TIPP Skill - Quintessential Health - A Premier Mental 
Health Provider

https://qhealthonline.com/tipp-skill/
https://qhealthonline.com/tipp-skill/
https://qhealthonline.com/tipp-skill/
https://qhealthonline.com/tipp-skill/
https://qhealthonline.com/tipp-skill/
https://qhealthonline.com/tipp-skill/


Goal 2: skills for accepting life as it is in the 
moment 

● Radical acceptance 
● Turning the mind
● Willingness and wilfulness 
● Half-smiling and willing hands 
● Mindfulness of current emotions 

Distress Tolerance Skills

Image: POW DBT materials



Goal 1: Understanding emotions 

● Identifying the purpose of emotions 
● Managing barriers to emotion regulation 
● Function of emotions 

Emotion Regulation Skills



Goal 2: Decrease emotional suffering

• Checking the facts 
• Opposite action 
• Problem solving 

Emotion Regulation Skills



Goal 3: Reduce vulnerability to emotion mind

● ABC skills
● PLEASE skills

Emotion Regulation Skills



Deciding what your goals are:
 
1) Getting objectives/needs met in a 

relationship: DEARMAN 
2) Getting or keeping a good relationship: 

GIVE 
3) Keeping or improving self-respect: FAST

Interpersonal 
Effectiveness Skills

Image: DEARMAN: The Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) Acronym | by Psych 
Bytes | Medium

https://medium.com/@PsychBytes/dearman-the-dialectical-behavior-therapy-dbt-acronym-74218d7458ac
https://medium.com/@PsychBytes/dearman-the-dialectical-behavior-therapy-dbt-acronym-74218d7458ac
https://medium.com/@PsychBytes/dearman-the-dialectical-behavior-therapy-dbt-acronym-74218d7458ac
https://medium.com/@PsychBytes/dearman-the-dialectical-behavior-therapy-dbt-acronym-74218d7458ac


DT skills

Emotion reg

Interpersonal 
effectiveness

Core 
mindfulness
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DBT stance: building a life without addictions
• Foster abstinence from addictive behaviours
• Prevent relapse
• Maximise harm reduction if there is a relapse

Determining the scope of abstinence: 
• Target the primary drug(s) of abuse 
• Target other drugs that appear to reliably precipitate use of the primary drug of 

abuse
• Make sure treatment goals are attainable 

DBT adapted for substance use



Standard DBT strategies applied to substance-use

ApplicationSkillModule

Help clients acknowledge and deal with urgesObserve and 
describe

Mindfulness

Help clients identify short term and long term consequences of substance use – can be 
referred to when urge is strong 

Pros and cons Distress tolerance 

Used to reduce impulsivity and therefore likelihood of acting on an urge to use 
substances 
TIPP as a replacement for the problem behaviour

STOP + TIPPDistress tolerance 

Distract from urge Distract with 
ACCEPTS

Distress tolerance 

Particularly helpful if function of substance use is to relaxSelf-sootheDistress tolerance 

Planning ahead for high risk situations e.g. where substances are present Cope aheadEmotion regulation

Applied to saying no to substances 
Asking for what clients need from others to help them achieve their substance use goals

DEARMANInterpersonal 
effectiveness

Building new drug-free relationships GIVEInterpersonal 
effectiveness



Linehan, 2015



Linehan, 2015



Linehan, 2015



Linehan, 2015

DBT substance-use specific strategies
ApplicationSkillModule

1) Strong commitment to abstinence 
2) Plan for how to stay abstinent
3) Harm reduction plan if lapse
4) Recommit to total abstinence

Dialectical abstinence Distress tolerance

Have client characterise their different behaviours under each 
mind state
Addict mind
Clean/abstinent mind
CLEAR MIND – making decisions from here

Clear mindDistress tolerance

Making a lifestyle without the addictive behavior more 
rewarding than a lifestyle  with that behavior.
- Search for people to spend time with who don’t share the 

same addiction 
- Increase pleasant activities that do not involve addiction
- Abstinence sampling  
- Deprive then reinforce 

Community reinforcement Distress tolerance



Linehan, 2015

DBT substance-use specific strategies
ApplicationSkillModule

Actively cutting off all connections to potential triggers for the addictive 
behaviour 
1) Make commitment to get rid of everything that makes addiction possible
2) List these things
3) Get rid of them 
4) List and do things that will interfere with the addiction
Building bridges
1) Create nonaddictive images and smells
2) Look at moving images, surround yourself with new smells
3) Urge surfing 

Burning bridges and 
building new ones

Distress tolerance

Finding other ways to satisfy wish to rebel in non - destructive waysAlternate rebellion Distress tolerance

Convince yourself that you don’t want to engage in the addictive behaviour
when an urge hits/the addictive behaviour is not a possibility 

Adaptive denialDistress tolerance



Further readings and resources
Summary of DBT applied to substance use:

Dimeff, L. A., & Linehan, M. M. (2008). Dialectical behavior therapy for substance abusers. Addiction science & clinical practice, 4(2), 39–
47. https://doi.org/10.1151/ascp084239

*Dimeff, L. A., McMain, S., Sayrs, J. H. R., Wilks, C. R., & Linehan, M. M. (2021). DBT for individuals with borderline personality disorder 
and substance use disorders. In L. A. Dimeff, S. L. Rizvi, & K. Koerner (Eds.), Dialectical behavior therapy in clinical practice: Applications 
across disorders and settings (2nd ed., pp. 233–263). The Guilford Press.

DBT manual which discusses DBT skills and substance-use specific DBT skills:

Linehan, M. M. (2025). DBT® skills training manual: Revised edition (3rd ed.). The Guilford Press.

Comprehensive review of the evidence for substance-use DBT adaptation:

Salsman, N. L. (2020). Dialectical behavior therapy for individuals with substance use problems: Theoretical adaptations and empirical 
evidence. In J. Bedics (Ed.), The handbook of dialectical behavior therapy: Theory, research, and evaluation (pp. 141–174). Elsevier 
Academic Press. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-816384-9.00007-5

Warner, N., & Murphy, M. (2022). Dialectical behaviour therapy skills training for individuals with substance use disorder: A systematic 
review. Drug and alcohol review, 41(2), 501–516. https://doi.org/10.1111/dar.13362

https://doi.org/10.1151/ascp084239
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/B978-0-12-816384-9.00007-5
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/B978-0-12-816384-9.00007-5
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/B978-0-12-816384-9.00007-5
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/B978-0-12-816384-9.00007-5
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/B978-0-12-816384-9.00007-5
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/B978-0-12-816384-9.00007-5
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/B978-0-12-816384-9.00007-5
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/B978-0-12-816384-9.00007-5
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/B978-0-12-816384-9.00007-5
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/B978-0-12-816384-9.00007-5
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/B978-0-12-816384-9.00007-5
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