
dbt therapy for teens

dbt therapy for teens is an increasingly recognized and effective approach to
address emotional and behavioral challenges faced by adolescents. Dialectical
Behavior Therapy (DBT) combines cognitive-behavioral techniques with
mindfulness strategies to help teens regulate emotions, improve interpersonal
relationships, and develop coping skills. This therapy is particularly
beneficial for teens struggling with issues such as self-harm, suicidal
ideation, anxiety, depression, and borderline personality traits.
Understanding how dbt therapy for teens works, its core components, and its
benefits can empower caregivers and professionals to support adolescents in
distress. This article explores the fundamentals of DBT, its application in
teenage populations, the skills taught during therapy, and how to find
appropriate treatment options.
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What is DBT Therapy for Teens?
DBT therapy for teens is a specialized form of psychotherapy designed to help
adolescents manage intense emotions and develop healthier behaviors.
Originally developed by Dr. Marsha Linehan to treat borderline personality
disorder in adults, DBT has been adapted to meet the unique needs of
teenagers. This therapeutic approach integrates cognitive-behavioral
techniques with mindfulness practices that encourage self-awareness and
acceptance. It focuses on teaching teens how to tolerate distress, regulate
emotions, and improve communication skills, which are crucial during the
often turbulent adolescent years. The structured framework of DBT for teens
typically involves individual therapy sessions, group skills training, and
family involvement to support the young person’s progress comprehensively.

History and Development of DBT
Dialectical Behavior Therapy was originally created in the late 1980s as a



treatment for chronically suicidal individuals with borderline personality
disorder. Over time, its effectiveness in treating emotional dysregulation
and self-destructive behaviors led to its adaptation for other populations,
including adolescents. The DBT model emphasizes a dialectical philosophy,
balancing acceptance and change, which resonates well with teens who may feel
conflicted about their emotions and behaviors.

How DBT Differs from Other Therapies
Unlike traditional cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT), DBT places a stronger
emphasis on validating patients’ experiences while simultaneously promoting
behavioral change. It integrates mindfulness—a practice derived from Buddhist
meditation—into its core, which is not commonly emphasized in other
therapeutic modalities. This unique combination helps teens become more aware
of their thoughts and feelings without judgment, enabling better emotional
control and decision-making.

Core Components of DBT for Adolescents
DBT therapy for teens is structured around four main components that work
together to provide comprehensive support. These components include
individual therapy, skills training groups, phone coaching, and a therapist
consultation team. Each plays a critical role in addressing the complex needs
of adolescents dealing with emotional and behavioral difficulties.

Individual Therapy
Individual therapy sessions provide a safe space for teens to explore their
emotions, thoughts, and behaviors with a trained therapist. The therapist
helps identify problematic behaviors and develops personalized strategies to
manage emotional crises. This one-on-one support is essential for tailoring
DBT skills to the teen’s specific challenges.

Skills Training Groups
Skills training is a key feature of DBT therapy for teens, commonly delivered
in a group setting. Teens learn four core skill sets: mindfulness, distress
tolerance, emotion regulation, and interpersonal effectiveness. These groups
offer opportunities to practice skills in a supportive environment and
receive feedback from peers and therapists.

Phone Coaching
Phone coaching allows teens to access immediate support from their therapist



during moments of crisis or distress. This component ensures that skills are
applied in real-life situations and provides guidance on how to handle
difficult emotions or urges effectively.

Therapist Consultation Team
DBT therapists participate in consultation teams to maintain treatment
fidelity and address challenges in therapy delivery. This collaborative
approach helps therapists provide the highest quality care to teens by
sharing insights and strategies.

Benefits of DBT Therapy for Teens
DBT therapy for teens offers a wide range of benefits that address both
emotional and behavioral issues common during adolescence. Its evidence-based
approach has been shown to reduce self-harming behaviors, suicidal thoughts,
and psychiatric hospitalizations. Additionally, DBT enhances emotional
resilience and interpersonal functioning.

Improved Emotional Regulation
One of the primary benefits of DBT is teaching teens how to manage intense
emotions more effectively. This helps reduce impulsive behaviors and mood
swings that can interfere with daily life and relationships.

Reduction in Self-Harm and Suicidal Behaviors
Teens struggling with self-injury or suicidal ideation often experience
relief through DBT, as the therapy provides tools to cope with distress
without resorting to harmful behaviors.

Enhanced Interpersonal Relationships
By learning interpersonal effectiveness skills, teens improve communication,
set healthy boundaries, and resolve conflicts, which strengthens their
relationships with family, peers, and authority figures.

Development of Mindfulness and Acceptance
Mindfulness practices enable teens to remain present and nonjudgmental about
their experiences, reducing anxiety and depressive symptoms.



DBT Skills Taught to Teens
DBT therapy for teens centers on teaching practical skills that promote
emotional well-being and adaptive behaviors. These skills are grouped into
four main modules, each addressing a critical aspect of emotional and social
functioning.

Mindfulness Skills
Mindfulness teaches teens to focus on the present moment with acceptance.
This skill helps reduce rumination and promotes greater awareness of thoughts
and feelings.

Distress Tolerance Skills
Distress tolerance equips teens with strategies to survive crises without
making the situation worse. These include distraction techniques, self-
soothing methods, and radical acceptance.

Emotion Regulation Skills
Emotion regulation skills help teens identify and change unhealthy emotional
responses. They learn to recognize triggers, increase positive experiences,
and reduce vulnerability to negative emotions.

Interpersonal Effectiveness Skills
These skills teach teens how to communicate assertively, maintain self-
respect, and strengthen relationships through effective negotiation and
conflict resolution.

Mindfulness: Observing, describing, and participating in the present.

Distress Tolerance: Crisis survival strategies and acceptance
techniques.

Emotion Regulation: Identifying emotions and reducing emotional
vulnerability.

Interpersonal Effectiveness: Assertiveness, boundaries, and
relationship-building.



Who Can Benefit from DBT Therapy?
DBT therapy for teens is particularly effective for adolescents experiencing
significant emotional dysregulation, self-destructive behaviors, or mental
health diagnoses such as borderline personality disorder, depression,
anxiety, or trauma-related disorders. It is also useful for teens exhibiting
impulsivity, substance use issues, or difficulty managing interpersonal
relationships.

Target Populations
DBT is tailored to meet the needs of teens who:

Engage in self-harm or suicidal behaviors

Experience severe mood swings or emotional instability

Struggle with anxiety or depression resistant to other treatments

Exhibit impulsive or risky behaviors

Have difficulty maintaining healthy relationships

Are coping with trauma or post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)

How to Find DBT Therapy for Teens
Accessing quality DBT therapy for teens requires identifying licensed mental
health professionals trained in this specialized approach. Many community
mental health centers, private practices, and specialized adolescent
treatment programs offer DBT. It is important to ensure that the therapist
has experience working with teens and adheres to the DBT model.

Steps to Locate DBT Providers

Consult with a primary care physician or school counselor for referrals.1.

Search for licensed therapists with DBT certification and adolescent2.
experience.

Verify that the program includes individual therapy, skills training3.
groups, and family involvement.

Inquire about insurance coverage and payment options.4.



Discuss treatment goals and expectations with the therapist before5.
beginning therapy.

Family involvement is often encouraged in DBT therapy for teens to support
skill generalization and improve the home environment. Some programs offer
parent skills training and family therapy components as part of the treatment
plan.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is DBT therapy and how does it benefit teens?
DBT (Dialectical Behavior Therapy) is a type of cognitive-behavioral therapy
designed to help individuals manage emotions, improve relationships, and
develop coping skills. For teens, DBT can be especially beneficial in
addressing issues like emotional dysregulation, anxiety, depression, and
self-harm behaviors.

Is DBT therapy effective for teens with borderline
personality disorder?
Yes, DBT was originally developed to treat borderline personality disorder
(BPD) and has been adapted for adolescents. It helps teens with BPD by
teaching skills in mindfulness, distress tolerance, emotional regulation, and
interpersonal effectiveness, which can reduce symptoms and improve
functioning.

How long does DBT therapy typically last for
teenagers?
DBT therapy for teens usually lasts around 6 months to a year, depending on
the individual's needs and progress. The treatment involves weekly individual
therapy sessions, group skills training, and sometimes family involvement to
ensure comprehensive support.

Can DBT therapy be combined with other treatments
for teens?
Yes, DBT therapy can be combined with medication management and other
therapeutic approaches such as family therapy or school counseling to provide
holistic care tailored to a teen's specific mental health needs.



What skills do teens learn in DBT therapy?
In DBT therapy, teens learn four main skill sets: mindfulness (being present
and aware), distress tolerance (managing crises without making things worse),
emotional regulation (understanding and controlling emotions), and
interpersonal effectiveness (communicating and maintaining healthy
relationships). These skills help teens navigate challenges more effectively.

Additional Resources
1. DBT Skills in Schools: Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for
Adolescents (DBT STEPS-A)
This book offers a comprehensive curriculum designed to teach Dialectical
Behavior Therapy (DBT) skills to adolescents in a school setting. It focuses
on emotional regulation, distress tolerance, interpersonal effectiveness, and
mindfulness. With practical exercises and lesson plans, it helps teens
develop coping strategies to manage stress and improve their emotional
wellbeing.

2. The Dialectical Behavior Therapy Skills Workbook for Teens: Tools to Help
You Manage Mood Swings, Control Angry Outbursts, and Get Along with Others
Written specifically for teenagers, this workbook provides engaging
activities and clear explanations of DBT skills. It guides teens through
understanding and managing intense emotions, reducing impulsive behavior, and
improving relationships. The exercises are designed to be accessible and
practical for everyday challenges.

3. DBT Made Simple: A Step-by-Step Guide to Dialectical Behavior Therapy
Though not exclusively for teens, this book simplifies DBT concepts and
techniques, making them accessible for younger audiences and their
caregivers. It breaks down complex therapeutic methods into manageable steps
and offers real-life examples. This resource is helpful for teens starting
DBT and for parents supporting them.

4. Mindfulness for Teen Anxiety: A Workbook for Overcoming Anxiety at Home,
at School, and Everywhere Else
Incorporating DBT mindfulness practices, this workbook helps teens learn to
focus their attention and reduce anxiety symptoms. It includes exercises
tailored to adolescent experiences and challenges. The book encourages self-
awareness and calmness through easy-to-follow mindfulness techniques.

5. The Expanded Dialectical Behavior Therapy Skills Training Manual for
Adolescents
This manual expands on core DBT skills with adolescent-specific modifications
and additional interventions. It serves as a resource for therapists and
educators working with teens, but it is also user-friendly for teens
interested in self-help. The book emphasizes building emotional resilience
and effective communication.

6. Building a Life Worth Living: A Memoir



Written by a leading DBT therapist, this memoir shares personal experiences
and insights into the therapy’s impact. While not a workbook, it provides
inspiration and understanding of DBT’s benefits for teens struggling with
emotional difficulties. The narrative helps normalize mental health
challenges and encourages hope.

7. DBT® Skills Manual for Adolescents
This manual offers structured DBT skills training tailored specifically for
adolescents and their unique developmental needs. It includes worksheets,
handouts, and guided activities to teach mindfulness, distress tolerance,
emotion regulation, and interpersonal effectiveness. The book supports both
clinical use and self-guided practice.

8. What’s Up with Everyone?: A Workbook for Teens Exploring Anxiety and
Depression
Designed for teens navigating emotional struggles, this workbook incorporates
DBT strategies to address anxiety and depression. It combines psychoeducation
with interactive exercises to help teens identify triggers and develop coping
skills. The approachable tone makes it suitable for self-help or therapeutic
settings.

9. Don’t Let Your Emotions Run Your Life for Teens: Dialectical Behavior
Therapy Skills for Helping You Manage Mood Swings, Control Angry Outbursts,
and Get Along with Others
This engaging workbook offers practical DBT tools aimed at helping teens gain
control over intense emotions and improve interpersonal relationships. It
uses relatable examples and step-by-step instructions to teach effective
emotion regulation. The book is designed to empower teens to handle everyday
emotional challenges confidently.
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