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Dialectical Behavior Therapy Self �Help: A Practical Guide to Emotional 
Balance

Feeling overwhelmed by intense emotions, impulsive reactions, or chronic self �destructive patterns can leave you 

searching for relief. Many turn to professional therapy, but there is also a powerful, evidence �based approach you 

can start using right away: dialectical behavior therapy self �help. Developed by psychologist Marsha Linehan,

DBT combines cognitive �behavioral techniques with mindfulness and acceptance practices. It empowers individuals

to manage distress, improve relationships, and build a life that feels meaningful.

In this article we’ll explore the core principles of DBT, break down the essential skills you can practice on your own,

and share tools and resources that make self �help both effective and sustainable. Whether you’re dealing with

borderline personality disorder, mood swings, anxiety, or simply seeking greater emotional resilience, this guide will

help you harness the transformative power of DBT without leaving your home.

What Is Dialectical Behavior Therapy?

Dialectical behavior therapy (DBT) is a form of psychotherapy originally designed to treat borderline personality

disorder (BPD). It blends two seemingly opposing ideas—dialectics (the synthesis of opposites) and behavior

therapy—into a comprehensive framework that addresses emotional dysregulation, self �harm, and interpersonal

difficulties.

•  Dialectics: The belief that seemingly contradictory concepts (e.g., acceptance vs. change) can coexist and are 

both necessary for growth.

•  Behavior therapy: A structured, skill �based approach that modifies maladaptive behaviors through learning and 

practice.

DBT’s core components include individual therapy, skills training groups, phone coaching, and a therapist

consultation team. However, the skills taught—mindfulness, distress tolerance, emotion regulation, and

interpersonal effectiveness—are transferable and can be practiced independently.

Why DBT Works

Research consistently shows that DBT reduces self �harm, improves mood, and enhances quality of life. Its success

lies in:

1.  Validation: Acknowledging your feelings as real and understandable.

2.  Change: Encouraging actionable steps to alter harmful behaviors.

3.  Skill acquisition: Teaching concrete, repeatable techniques.

4.  Support: Providing a community of peers and professionals.

By integrating these elements, DBT helps you develop a balanced, compassionate relationship with yourself and

others.

Core DBT Skills You Can Practice at Home



DBT’s four skill modules—Mindfulness, Distress Tolerance, Emotion Regulation, and Interpersonal Effectiveness—

serve as the foundation for self �help. Below are practical exercises for each module, complete with step �by �step

instructions and tips for daily use.

1. Mindfulness

Mindfulness is the practice of paying full attention to the present moment without judgment. It cultivates awareness,

reduces reactivity, and anchors you in reality.

1.  Observe: Choose a simple activity—breathing, walking, or eating—and focus on the sensations. Notice 

colors, textures, sounds, and smells.

2.  Describe: Verbally or mentally label what you experience: “I feel a tightness in my chest.”

3.  Participate: Fully engage in the activity, letting thoughts and emotions pass like clouds.

4.  Non �Judgment: Observe without labeling experiences as good or bad.

Daily mindfulness practice can be as short as five minutes. Use a timer or a mindfulness app to guide you. Over

time, you’ll notice improved focus and reduced stress.

2. Distress Tolerance

Distress tolerance skills help you survive crisis moments without resorting to harmful coping mechanisms.

•  TIP (Temperature, Intense Exercise, Paced Breathing): Quickly cool or heat your body, engage in vigorous 

movement, or breathe slowly to calm your nervous system.

•  Self �Soothing: Create a “comfort kit” of items that soothe you—soft blankets, favorite music, or aromatherapy.

•  Distraction: Engage in an absorbing activity like puzzles, games, or creative projects.

•  Worry Time: Allocate a fixed period each day (e.g., 15 minutes) to acknowledge worries, then set them aside.

In a crisis, start with the TIP method, then move to self �soothing or distraction. Remember, the goal is to survive the

distress, not to eliminate it.

3. Emotion Regulation

Emotion regulation focuses on understanding, naming, and managing emotions so they don’t overwhelm you.

1.  Identify the Emotion: Use a feelings wheel to pinpoint the exact emotion (e.g., “I feel frustrated because I’m 

stuck in traffic.”)

2.  Increase Positive Emotions: List five activities that bring joy—listening to music, reading, or calling a friend.

3.  Opposite Action: When negative emotions arise, act in a way that contradicts the emotion (e.g., if you feel 

angry, practice gratitude).

4.  Check the Facts: Challenge distorted thoughts with evidence. Ask: “Is there another way to look at this?”

Keep an emotion diary to track triggers, intensity, and coping strategies. Over time, you’ll become more adept at

steering emotional currents.

4. Interpersonal Effectiveness

Effective communication reduces conflict and builds healthier relationships.

•  DEAR MAN (Describe, Express, Assert, Reinforce, Mindful, Appear confident, Negotiate): A step �by �step 

method for requesting or setting boundaries.

•  FAST (Fair, Apology, Stick to values, Truthful): Guidelines for maintaining self �respect while interacting with 

others.

•  Active Listening: Repeat back what the other person says to confirm understanding.

•  Self �Care: Recognize when to say “no” without feeling guilty.



Practice these skills in low �stakes conversations first. As confidence grows, apply them to more challenging

interactions.

Building a Structured Self �Help Routine

Consistency is key. Below is a sample weekly schedule that incorporates DBT skills into everyday life.



Day Morning Afternoon Evening

Monday 5 �minute mindfulness 
breathing

Identify one emotional 
trigger; use opposite action

Write in emotion diary; 
10 �minute walk 
(mindfulness)

Tuesday Review DEAR MAN 
technique

Practice with a friend 
(assert a boundary)

Self �soothing: favorite 
music, 15 �minute journal

Wednesday TIP exercise if needed 
(cooling)

Engage in hobby 
(distraction)

Emotion regulation: check 
facts exercise

Thursday 5 �minute mindful breathing Increase positive emotions: 
call a loved one

Reflect on interpersonal 
effectiveness; adjust 
strategy

Friday Mindfulness walking Identify one positive 
emotion; savor it

Worry time: 15 minutes; set 
tomorrow’s goals

Saturday Practice FAST with a 
challenging conversation

Self �care: rest, no screens 
before bed

Review diary; celebrate 
wins

Sunday Mindful breathing + 
gratitude list

Plan next week’s DBT focus Relaxation: gentle stretch, 
deep breathing

Feel free to adapt the schedule to fit your lifestyle. The goal is to create regular, intentional practice that becomes a

natural part of your day.

Tools and Resources for DBT Self �Help

Below are free and paid resources that can support your self �help journey. They range from printable worksheets to

mobile apps and online communities.

Printable Worksheets

•  Emotion Wheel: Helps identify and label emotions.

•  DEAR MAN Sheet: Step �by �step guide for effective requests.

•  Distress Tolerance Log: Track crisis moments and coping strategies.

Mobile Apps

•  Mindfulness Coach: Guided meditations and breathing exercises.

•  DBT Diary Card: Track emotions, urges, and skill usage.

•  Insight Timer: Free meditations and mindfulness talks.

Online Communities

•  DBT Self �Help Forum: Peer support and skill sharing.

•  Reddit r/DBT: Discussion threads and personal stories.

•  Facebook DBT Support Groups: Local and global communities.

Books and Guides

•  “The Dialectical Behavior Therapy Skills Workbook” by Matthew McKay, Jeffrey C. Wood, and Jeffrey Brantley.

•  “DBT Made Simple” by David B. Rosenthal.

•  “Mindfulness for Beginners” by Jon Kabat �Zinn. (Great for grounding mindfulness practice.)



Addressing Common Challenges in DBT Self �Help

Self �help is empowering, but it can also be daunting. Below are common obstacles and practical solutions.

1. Lack of Motivation

When you feel drained, start with the smallest step—five minutes of breathing. Celebrate tiny wins; they build

momentum. Use a habit �tracking app to visualize progress.

2. Feeling Isolated

Join online forums or local support groups. Even a single supportive connection can reduce the sense of loneliness

and provide accountability.

3. Overwhelm During Crises

Have a “Crisis Plan” on hand: a list of phone numbers, a favorite comfort item, and the TIP steps. Rehearse the

plan in low �stress situations so it becomes automatic.

4. Maintaining Consistency

Schedule DBT practice as a non �negotiable appointment on your calendar. Pair it with an existing habit—e.g.,

mindfulness after brushing your teeth.

When to Seek Professional Guidance

While DBT self �help can be effective for many, some situations warrant professional intervention:

•  Intense self �harm or suicidal thoughts: Seek immediate help from a mental health professional or crisis hotline.

•  Severe personality disorder symptoms: A licensed DBT therapist can provide individualized treatment.
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