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“We are never devoid of distresses; our 
peace of mind depends on our heart’s 
way of accepting the strife.”      
     ― Munia Khan

Learning Objectives:

• Explain distress tolerance skills 
within the DBT model.

• Identify at least three distress 
tolerance skills to use with clients.

• Discover the value of integrating 
DBT-informed treatment with clients 
to improve their distress tolerance.

http://www.dianebiglertraining.com/


CRASH COURSE IN DBT

• DBT was developed in the 1970’s by Dr. Marsha Linehan to treat non-suicidal self-
injury and Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD).

• Dr. Linehan had personal experience with mental illness
• Received CBT treatment but found it ineffective and missing key components             

(validation and behavior focus)

• DBT was the first psychotherapy to formally incorporate mindfulness.

• DBT is effective and appropriate for populations outside of BPD.

• DBT has roots in: CBT, stoicism, humanism, Eastern philosophies and practices, and 
dialectics.

Mindfulness Distress 
Tolerance

Interpersonal 
Effectiveness

Emotional 
Regulation
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WHAT ARE DIALECTICS?

• “A synthesis or integration of 
opposites”                           
 –Marsha Linehan

• Two opposing things can be true at 
the same time

• DBT is centered on one main 
dialectical principle:

Acceptance AND Change

• Linehan found that her clients 
(especially those w/BPD) needed a 
dialectical therapeutic approach to 
increase successful outcomes.

• Assumptions:
• All things are interconnected.

• Change is constant and inevitable.

• Opposites can be integrated to the 
middle path.closer to the truth.

• Dialectical statement examples:
• I am doing my best and can do better.

• I am angry at that person and still respect 
them.

• Some people are safe and some people are 
unsafe.

• I can accept myself and change.
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DISTRESS INTOLERANCE

Perceived inability to fully experience unpleasant, aversive or 
uncomfortable emotions, and is accompanied by a desperate need 

to escape the uncomfortable emotions.

• The more we fear, struggle with, and try to avoid any form of 
distress, generally the worse that distress gets. “Struggle Switch” 

• Distress intolerant beliefs?

I can’t stand this  It’s unbearable  I hate this feeling  I must stop this feeling  I must get rid of 
it  Take it away  I can’t cope with this feeling  I will lose control  I’ll go crazy  This feeling 

will keep going on forever  It is wrong to feel this way  It’s stupid and unacceptable 
It’s weak  It’s bad  It’s dangerous

HANDOUT:

Distress 
Intolerance 

Self-
Assessment

VIDEO
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UNHELPFUL COPING STRATEGIES

• Spending time thinking about past 
pains, mistakes and problems

• Getting anxious worrying about 
future pains, mistakes and 
problems

• Isolating oneself to avoid distressing 
situations

• Making oneself numb with alcohol 
or drugs

• Taking feelings out on others by 
being angry or controlling them

• Engaging in dangerous or self-harming 
behaviors

• Engaging in unsafe sexual activities or 
relationships

• Using food to punish or control oneself

• Attempting suicide or making suicidal 
gestures 

• Avoiding pleasant activities

• Surrendering to pain and resigning 
oneself to an unhappy and unfulfilling 
life 6



CASE STUDY

Jessica is a 54-year-old Hispanic woman who lives with her husband. 
She has had long standing anxiety and depression, with her most 
recent PHQ-9 score of 10 (mild) and GAD-7 score of 15 (moderate). 

Jessica had breast cancer 10 years ago and has been in remission for 
eight years. She has a substance use history and has been clean for 

nine months.

Jessica’s chief complaints are: 

“There’s nothing I can do when I’m in pain.”

“My husband and I always argue about me lashing out at him and 
everyone else when I’m stressed.”

“I’m worried about cancer returning.”
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DISTRESS 
TOLERANCE

"DBT emphasizes learning to bear pain skillfully. The 
ability to tolerate and accept distress is an essential 

mental health goal for at least two reasons. 
First, pain and distress are a part of life; they cannot 

be entirely avoided or removed. The inability to accept 
this immutable fact itself leads to increased pain and 

suffering. 
Second, distress tolerance, at least over the short run, 
is part and parcel of any attempt to change oneself; 
otherwise, impulsive actions will interfere with efforts 

to establish desired changes.“

                                     - Marsha Linehan
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Video:
Pain vs Suffering
https://youtu.be/N-

7uzcJOC6o?si=79mTGIBVM
9Mf9Fvw 

https://youtu.be/N-7uzcJOC6o?si=79mTGIBVM9Mf9Fvw
https://youtu.be/N-7uzcJOC6o?si=79mTGIBVM9Mf9Fvw
https://youtu.be/N-7uzcJOC6o?si=79mTGIBVM9Mf9Fvw


ON SUFFERING
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DISTRESS TOLERANCE SKILLS 
CATEGORIES

Crisis 
survival 

techniques

Reality 
acceptance

Sensory 
body 

awareness
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BENEFITS OF DISTRESS TOLERANCE 
SKILLS

• Creates short term relief in a crisis 
or when suffering

• Minimizes the risk of impulsive 
actions (i.e. self-harm, suicide 
attempts, aggression)

• Techniques for self-soothing and 
relaxation

• Encourages reality acceptance:
• Painful events, memories and 

thoughts are universal experiences 
and cannot be avoided

• Techniques for promoting 
acceptance of painful events

• Techniques for distracting 
attention from overwhelmingly 
painful feelings  more time and 
space available to plan productive 
coping responses
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DISTRESS TOLERANCE SKILLS

Self-soothing techniques (five senses)

TIPP skills

The STOP skill (to stop yourself from engaging in impulsive behavior)

Pros and cons

Radical acceptance

Distraction

IMPROVE the moment

ACCEPTS
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Helpful Resource!
https://dialecticalbehaviortherapy.com/distress-tolerance/ 

https://dialecticalbehaviortherapy.com/distress-tolerance/


IMPROVE AND ACCEPTS

•I Imagery
•M Meaning
•P Prayer
•R Relaxation
•O One thing at a time
•V Vacation
•E Encouragement

•A Activities
•C Contributing
•C Comparisons
•E Emotions - use opposite
•P Pushing Away
•T Thoughts
•S Sensations

Do clients 
have to use 
acronyms?
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TIPP

• The present moment is the only one I have 
control over.

• Fighting my current emotions and thoughts only 
gives them more fuel to thrive.

• The present is a result of thousands of variables 
from the past.

• This moment is precisely as it should be even 
though I might not like it.

• I cannot change what has happened in the past.

• I accept this moment as it is.

• Although my emotions are uncomfortable, I will 
get through it.

• It's not helpful for me to fight the past. 14

RADICAL 
ACCEPTANCE

Video:
Radical Acceptance
https://youtu.be/Z

sAGjnY6wvM

https://youtu.be/ZsAGjnY6wvM
https://youtu.be/ZsAGjnY6wvM


DISTRESS TOLERANCE: FOUR STEPS

Behavioral 
Assessment

Make the 
Pitch

Choose a 
Strategy, 

Homework

Follow up, 
Evaluate, 

Problem Solve
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DT ACTION PLAN

Triggers Warning 
signs

Avoid escape 
methods

Accept 
distress

Improve 
distress

Distress Exposure Ladder

HANDOUT:

Distress 
Tolerance Action 

Plan

Goal:  Tolerate distressing emotions while 
watching a complete movie.

Distress
0-100

Listen to an emotional song. 25

Watch the news, don’t change channel when sad story 
comes on.

35

Watch a short video of someone crying or upset. 40

Watch an emotional TV show. 55

Read an emotional book – 20 mins a day. 60

Watch an emotional movie – in 30 min intervals. 70

Watch an emotional movie in two sittings. 80

Watch an emotional movie in one sitting. 90 16



REVISITING JESSICA’S CASE
STEP 1: BEHAVIORAL ASSESSMENT

1. Triggers

• Intense back pain flares for hours

• Tends to overdo things when feeling better

2. Response

• Bedbound  

• Does not eat or hydrate

3. What Made it Worse

• “I feel so guilty after I yell at my husband. He’s just trying to help”

• isolates self
• yells at husband
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JESSICA’S CASE
STEP 2: MAKE THE PITCH

“These are skills to help you with the intense pain flares you 
experience. You’ve told me you tend to need to stay in bed for many 
hours, not eat or drink water, isolate yourself from your family, and 
yell at your husband. 

The goal is to not make things worse. This is very different than 
‘feeling better.’ DT skills help you bring down your emotions so you 
think more clearly. You’ve told me things are worse when you yell at 
your husband.”
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JESSICA’S CASE
STEP 3: CHOOSING STRATEGIES

Yells at husband

Does not eat or drink

Isolates self

Bedbound

• Distraction: watch TV, listen to 
music, play with pet, 
crossword puzzle

• Self-soothe: sit in comfortable 
chair, breathe, lavender lotion, 
cozy clothes, snack, “chug” 
water

• IMPROVE the moment: call a 
friend, smile/laugh, imagery, 
prayer, neutral affirmations 
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MAKE A SPECIFIC PLAN

• When planning, consider:
• Date or days of the week

• Reminders

• Time of day

• For how long?

• With whom?

• What is Plan B?

• Motivation, encouragement 
visuals

• Ask patient:
• How likely are you to do this?

• What will you do if you don’t 
feel like doing it?

• What may get in the way of 
you doing this?

The more detailed the plan, the 
more likely it will be followed
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JESSICA’S CASE
STEP 4: FOLLOW UP

• Jessica has expressed 
ambivalence in following 
through with using DT 
skills.

• Ambivalence is common 
and should be validated 
first before exploring.

• Let’s look at using the pros 
and cons skill to address 
Jessica’s ambivalence.

Pros Cons

Making it worse by: 
• Staying in bed and 
isolating

• won’t have to be 
around others and try 
to control temper

•not being there for 
husband 
• not getting support 
from others 
• life “on hold”

Tolerating distress by: 
• Distracting with 
activities, self soothing, 
or choosing to 
IMPROVE the 
moment

• emotion may go in 
the background 
• quality time w/ 
husband 
• life continues

• may get more 
frustrated on top of 
hurting 
• temper may still be 
an issue
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BEHAVIOR CHAIN ANALYSIS

1. Complete a Chain Analysis

2. Evaluate emotional vulnerabilities

1. Did he eat enough? 

2. Did he sleep enough the night before? 

3. Is he in physical pain? 

4. Did he use any substances? 

3. Assess attempts to be skillful

1. What did he already do or attempt to do to try 
to manage his emotions? 

2. Was it effective?

3. What could he do in the future to become 
more skilled?

Example chain analysis (Self-harm)
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DISTRESS TOLERANCE AND TRAUMA

TOM: Thought, Opposite, Middle

I -----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------I

I am such an idiot and                                            I’m an absolute genius

can’t do anything right.                                      at everything. I’m perfect.

• What are the pros and cons of doing things my usual way vs. the pros 
and cons of using one of my skills?

• Coping card: lists concrete and preferred strategies for managing 
anxiety, a crisis or distress (must be simple and accessible at all times)

• “Cope ahead”: Don’t wait for a crisis to use your skills!

There are some 
things that I’m good 

at, and there are 
some things that I 
need to grown in.
“The Middle Path”

23



RESOURCES FOR YOU!

• Distress tolerance toolkit: https://www.cci.health.wa.gov.au/-/media/CCI/Consumer-Modules/Facing-Your-
Feelings/Facing-Your-Feelings---04---Tolerating-Distress.pdf 

• Borderliner Notes (Linehan videos): https://borderlinethefilm.com/project/linehan/ 

• Distress tolerance worksheets: 
https://caps.unc.edu/sites/caps.unc.edu/files/documents/Distress%20Tolerance%20worksheets%20%281%29.pd
f 

• Dealing with Distress toolkit: https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/docs/DealingwithDistress.pdf 

• DBT Manual for Teens: https://cmhconline.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/DBTAsolescentrathus-forms.pdf 

• Distraction techniques (self-harm): http://www.selfinjury.bctr.cornell.edu/perch/resources/distraction-
techniques-pm-2.pdf 

• “Back From the Edge” (BPD documentary): https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=967Ckat7f98 

• Annie’s Story: A Healing Journey with DBT: https://newroadstreatment.org/annies-story-a-healing-journey-
with-dbt/ 

• Chain analysis worksheet w/instructions: https://cls.unc.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/3019/2014/10/Behavior-
Chain-Analysis-Information-1.pdf 

• Coping Card template: https://caps.ucsc.edu/resources/coping-card-anxiety-emotions.pdf 
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https://www.cci.health.wa.gov.au/-/media/CCI/Consumer-Modules/Facing-Your-Feelings/Facing-Your-Feelings---04---Tolerating-Distress.pdf
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http://www.selfinjury.bctr.cornell.edu/perch/resources/distraction-techniques-pm-2.pdf
http://www.selfinjury.bctr.cornell.edu/perch/resources/distraction-techniques-pm-2.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=967Ckat7f98
https://newroadstreatment.org/annies-story-a-healing-journey-with-dbt/
https://newroadstreatment.org/annies-story-a-healing-journey-with-dbt/
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https://caps.ucsc.edu/resources/coping-card-anxiety-emotions.pdf
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