




MY EMERGENCY COPING PLAN FOR DEALING WITH SITUATIONS

When I’m Upset and Alone

First, I’ll    

   

Next, I’ll      

   

Then, I’ll       

   

Finally, I’ll     

   

Then, when you’ve finished making both plans, copy each of them on a single note card 
and keep the plans with you in your wallet or purse. This strategy will provide you with constant 
reminders about your new distress tolerance skills, and you’ll no longer have to rely on your old, 
ineffective strategies. Plus you won’t have to try to remember what to do the next time you’re 
feeling angry, hurt, or upset. You can simply pull out your card and follow your own Emergency 
Coping Plan.

CONCLUSION
Remember to practice your new distress tolerance skills as often as possible, and don’t get frustrated 
if you don’t get them right on the first try. Learning new skills is hard, and it often feels awkward. 
But anyone can learn these distress tolerance skills, and they have already helped thousands of 
people just like you. Good luck.
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1. Distress tolerance will help you cope better with painful events by building up your 
resiliency and giving you new ways to soften the effects of upsetting circumstances.

2. Mindfulness will help you experience more fully the present moment while focusing 
less on painful experiences from the past or frightening possibilities in the future. 
Mindfulness will also give you tools to overcome habitual, negative judgments about 
yourself and others.

3. Emotion regulation skills help you to recognize more clearly what you feel and then to 
observe each emotion without getting overwhelmed by it. The goal is to modulate your 
feelings without behaving in reactive, destructive ways.

4. Interpersonal effectiveness gives you new tools to express your beliefs and needs, set limits, 
and negotiate solutions to problems—all while protecting your relationships and treating 
others with respect.

This book is structured to make learning easier. Each of the key skills is covered in two chap-
ters—basic and advanced—except mindfulness, which has a third, more advanced chapter. The 
basic skills chapters teach necessary concepts, identify the components of the new skill, and lead 
you through initial steps for acquiring the skill. The advanced skills chapters take you through the 
remaining components of the skill, building level by level. There will be examples to make each 
step clear as well as assessments, exercises, and worksheets to help you practice each thing you 
learn. Then in the final chapter, Putting It All Together, you’ll learn how to integrate all those 
skills, in order to make them a regular part of your life.

The Dialectical Behavior Therapy Skills Workbook is written to make learning easy. The hard 
part will be making the commitment to do the exercises and put your new skills into practice. 
Nothing will change by just reading. The words on these pages will have no impact on your life 
unless you implement—behaviorally—the new techniques and strategies you will learn here. So 
now is a good time to think about why you are reading this book and what you want to change. 
Right here, on this page, write down three ways you currently react to your emotions that you 
want to change. In other words, what three things do you do when upset or overwhelmed that are 
damaging—and that you are committed to replace with better ways to cope?

1.       

2.       

3.       
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WHO THIS BOOK IS FOR
There are two intended audiences for The Dialectical Behavior Therapy Skills Workbook. The first is 
people who are in dialectical behavior therapy (either group or individual) and need a workbook to 
help learn the four key skills. We also wrote this book so it could be used independently by anyone 
who struggles with overwhelming feelings. All the tools are here to achieve significant changes in 
your ability to control emotion. With that said, if you are reading this workbook on your own and 
are having a hard time implementing the new skills, we strongly recommend seeking the services 
of a qualified dialectical behavior therapist.

THERE IS HOPE 
Life is hard. You already know that. But you are not stuck or helpless in your struggle with your 
emotions. You can expect, if you really do the work to implement these skills, that how you react to 
feelings will change. That’s because—regardless of genetics or early pain—the key skills you’ll learn 
here can affect the outcome of every conflict and every upset and can literally alter the course of 
your relationships. There is every reason to hope. All you have to do is turn the page and begin. 
Then keep working at it.
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new coping strategies you can use in the future if you experience similar situations and what the 
healthier consequences might be as a result of using those new strategies.

But as you’ll notice, you’ve been given two different New Coping Strategies worksheets. This 
is because you’ll need different coping strategies to use in situations when you’re alone or when 
you’re with someone else. For example, when you’re alone and feel overwhelmed, it might be most 
effective to use cue-controlled relaxation or mindful breathing techniques to soothe yourself. But 
these techniques might be awkward or impossible to use when you’re with someone else. So you’ll 
need to be prepared with other skills for those situations.

Here’s an example of preparing for both kinds of situations. Carl identified a distressing situ-
ation that occurred when he was with someone else. He wrote: “When I’m with my brother, he 
always corrects everything I do.” This is a good situation for Carl to examine because it’s predict-
able that the next time he’s with his brother, Carl will experience a similar distressing situation. 
Next, Carl identified how he usually coped with that situation with his brother, using his old 
coping strategies. He wrote: “We fight. I eat too much. I scratch myself. I think about all the times 
he’s insulted me in the past.” Then Carl recorded the unhealthy consequences of his actions: “We 
both get angry. I gain weight. I get cuts all over my face and arms. I feel horrible for days thinking 
about the past.” Obviously, none of Carl’s strategies has had any long-term benefits. Next, Carl 
identified new distress tolerance skills he could use the next time this situation arose with his 
brother. Under “New Coping Strategies,” Carl wrote the most appropriate distress tolerance skills 
for this type of situation. He chose them from the skills he found helpful in the last two chapters. 
He wrote: “Take a time-out. Use my new coping thought: ‘I’m strong and I can deal with him.’ 
Radically accept myself and the situation in a new way.” Then he predicted what the healthier 
possible consequences of these new strategies would be: “We won’t fight as much. I won’t eat as 
much. I’ll feel stronger. Maybe I can deal with the situation better in the future.” Obviously, the 
consequences of using his new distress tolerance skills would have been much healthier for Carl.

But these coping strategies are probably different from the strategies he might choose when 
he’s in a distressing situation by himself. So Carl also filled out the worksheet for coping with dis-
tressing situations when he’s alone. The situation he selected was: “Sometimes I feel scared when 
I’m alone.” Again, this is a good situation for Carl to examine because it’s predictable that he will 
experience this same overwhelming feeling the next time he’s alone. The old coping strategies that 
Carl used to deal with this situation were: “I smoke pot. I go to the bar and drink. I cut myself. I 
spend money on my credit card.” And the unhealthy consequences of these actions were: “I feel 
sick after smoking or drinking too much. I get into fights at the bar. I bleed. I spend too much 
money for things I don’t need.” Next, in order to prepare for the future, Carl chose new coping 
strategies to deal with this situation: “Use mindful breathing. Remember my connection to the 
universe. Use safe-place visualization. Remember what I value.” And finally, the healthier possible 
consequences that he predicted were: “I won’t feel as anxious. I won’t hurt myself. I’ll have more 
money. I’ll feel more relaxed.” Again, it’s easy to see that Carl’s new distress tolerance skills are 
much healthier for him than his old coping strategies. The same results can also benefit you if you 
take the time to prepare for predictable situations in your own future.
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Self-soothing skills also serve another purpose. They’ll help you learn to treat yourself com-
passionately. Many people with overwhelming emotions have been abused or neglected as children. 
As a result, they were taught more about how to hurt than to help themselves. The second purpose 
of the self-soothing skills, therefore, is to teach you how to treat yourself kindly and lovingly.

HOW TO USE THIS CHAPTER
As you read the following groups of skills, mark the ones that are helpful to you. This will make 
it easier to create a distraction plan for emergencies when you get to the end of this chapter. You’ll 
also be shown how to create a list of relaxation skills to help soothe yourself, both at home and 
when you’re away. Then, in the next chapter, you’ll learn more advanced distress tolerance skills.

RADICAL ACCEPTANCE
Increasing your ability to tolerate distress starts with a change in your attitude. You’re going to need 
something called radical acceptance (Linehan, 1993a). This is a new way of looking at your life. In 
the next chapter, you’ll be given some key questions to help you examine your experiences using 
radical acceptance. But for now, it will be sufficient to cover this concept briefly.

Often, when a person is in pain, his or her first reaction is to get angry or upset or to blame 
someone for causing the pain in the first place. But unfortunately, no matter who you blame for 
your distress, your pain still exists and you continue to suffer. In fact, in some cases, the angrier 
you get, the worse your pain will feel (Greenwood, Thurston, Rumble, Waters, & Keefe, 2003; 
Kerns, Rosenberg, & Jacob, 1994).

Getting angry or upset over a situation also stops you from seeing what is really happening. 
Have you ever heard the expression “being blinded by rage”? This often happens to people with 
overwhelming emotions. Criticizing yourself all the time or being overly judgmental of a situation is 
like wearing dark sunglasses indoors. By doing this, you’re missing the details and not seeing every-
thing as it really is. By getting angry and thinking that a situation should never have  happened, 
you’re missing the point that it did happen and that you have to deal with it.

Being overly critical about a situation prevents you from taking steps to change that situa-
tion. You can’t change the past. And if you spend your time fighting the past—wishfully thinking 
that your anger will change the outcome of an event that has already happened—you’ll become 
paralyzed and helpless. Then, nothing will improve.

So, to review—being overly judgmental of a situation or overly critical of yourself often leads 
to more pain, missed details, and paralysis. Obviously, getting angry, upset, or critical doesn’t 
improve a situation. So what else can you do?

The other option, which radical acceptance suggests, is to acknowledge your present situation, 
whatever it is, without judging the events or criticizing yourself. Instead, try to recognize that your 
present situation exists because of a long chain of events that began far in the past. For example, 
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RADICAL ACCEPTANCE
The word dialectic (in dialectical behavior therapy) means to balance and compare two things that 
appear very different or even contradictory. In dialectical behavior therapy, the balance is between 
change and acceptance (Linehan, 1993a). You need to change the behaviors in your life that are 
creating more suffering for yourself and others while simultaneously also accepting yourself the way 
you are. This might sound contradictory, but it’s a key part of this treatment. Dialectical behavior 
therapy depends on acceptance and change, not acceptance or change. Most of this book will focus 
on skills you can develop to change your life. But this section will focus on how to accept your life. 
In fact, it will teach you how to radically accept your life.

Radical acceptance is one of the hardest skills in this chapter to master because it will 
require you to look at yourself and the world in a different way. However, it’s also one of the most 
important skills in dialectical behavior therapy (Linehan, 1993a). (You’ll be exploring it further in 
chapters 3 through 5 on mindfulness skills.) Radical acceptance means that you accept something 
completely, without judging it. For example, radically accepting the present moment means that 
you don’t fight it, get angry at it, or try to change it into something that it’s not. To radically 
accept the present moment means that you must acknowledge that the present moment is what 
it is due to a long chain of events and decisions made by you and other people in the past. The 
present moment never spontaneously leaps into existence without being caused by events that have 
already taken place. Imagine that each moment of your life is connected like a line of dominoes 
that knock each other down.

But remember, radically accepting something doesn’t mean that you give up and simply accept 
every bad situation that happens to you. Some situations in life are unjust, such as when someone 
abuses or assaults you. But for other situations in life, you share at least some responsibility. There’s 
a balance between what you created and what others have created. However, many people strug-
gling with overwhelming emotions often feel like life just “happens” to them, not recognizing their 
own role in creating a situation. As a result, their first reaction is to get angry. In fact, one woman 
said that anger was her “default emotion,” meaning that when she was just being herself, she was 
angry. Her excessive hostility caused her to hurt herself—by drinking heavily, cutting herself, and 
constantly berating herself—and it also led to her hurting the people she cared about by constantly 
fighting with them.

In contrast, radically accepting the present moment opens up the opportunity for you to 
recognize the role that you have played in creating your current situation. And as a result, it also 
creates an opportunity to respond to that situation in a new way that’s less painful for yourself and 
others. In many ways, radical acceptance is like the Serenity Prayer, which says: “Grant me the 
serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom 
to know the difference.” In the exercise below, you will find some questions to ask yourself when 
you want to use radical acceptance. But first, let’s look at an example of how radical acceptance 
can help a person in a distressing situation.
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  Think about our planet Earth. Water is the most important substance for sustaining life on 
our planet. Yet if we were much closer to the sun, all the water on our planet would evapo-
rate because the temperature would be too hot, and if we were much farther away, all the 
water would freeze because the temperature would be too cold. Somehow, we’ve been lucky 
enough to be in just the right place for life to form. Even if you don’t believe in a religious 
purpose, ask yourself what it means that you live on a planet with just the right climate and 
elements for life to exist. How did this happen, and what does it mean about your life?

  Go to the beach. Try to count the grains in a handful of sand. Now try to imagine how 
many handfuls of sand there are in the world, on all the beaches and in all the deserts. Try 
to imagine how many billions of years must have passed to create so many grains of sand. 
And again, recognize that the chemical elements that make up the sand also exist in you. 
Stand with your feet in the sand and imagine feeling connected to the planet.

  Go to a park or to a field and observe the trees, the grass, and the animals. Again, recognize 
that whatever created all of that also created you. Remember that all living things are made 
of the same chemical elements. On a subatomic scale, there isn’t much difference between 
you and many other life forms. Yet you are still different and special. What is it that makes 
you unique from other life?

  Think about the human body, especially your own. Each human being is more wonderful than 
a piece of artwork and more complex than any computer ever invented. Everything about 
you is largely determined by your DNA (deoxyribonucleic acid), the instructions that are 
found in every cell of your body. Yet amazingly, each set of instructions that creates every 
part of your body is composed of just four chemical elements that are repeated in different 
combinations. These different combinations are called genes, and these are the instructions 
you inherit from your parents that determine everything from your eye color to the struc-
ture of your heart. Incredibly, it only takes an estimated thirty to forty thousand genes to 
design a human being. Imagine trying to write so few instructions in order to create a body 
that thinks, breathes, eats, moves, and does everything else you do. Plus, remember that 
this same number of instructions is also responsible for creating approximately 100 billion 
neurons in your brain, 60,000 miles (!) of blood vessels throughout your body, 600 skeletal 
muscles, 206 bones, 32 teeth, and 11 pints of blood.

TAKE A TIME-OUT
Time-outs aren’t just for kids. We all need to relax in order to refresh our bodies, minds, and spirits. 
Yet many people don’t take time out for themselves because they feel like they’d be disappointing 
someone else, like their boss, spouse, family, or friends. Many people struggle with the constant 
need to please others, and as a result, they neglect to take care of themselves. But people who don’t 
take care of themselves lead very unbalanced lives. Many people ignore their own needs because 
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  Imagine sexual thoughts that make you excited. Create sexual fantasies involving you 
and someone you know or someone you would like to know. Try to think of as many 
details as possible. What happens that’s so exciting?

  Look outside at the natural world around you. Observe the flowers, trees, sky, and 
landscape as closely as you can. Observe any animals that are around. Listen to the 
sounds that they make. Or if you live in a city without much nature around you, either 
do your best to observe what you can or close your eyes and imagine a scene you’ve 
observed in the past.

  Imagine yourself as a hero or heroine correcting some past or future event in your life. 
How would you do it? What would people say to you?

  Imagine yourself getting praise from someone whose opinion matters to you. What 
did you do? What does this person say to you? Why does this person’s opinion matter 
to you?

  Imagine your wildest fantasy coming true. What would it be? Who else would be 
involved? What would you do afterwards?

  Keep a copy of your favorite prayer or favorite saying with you. Then, when you feel 
distressed, pull it out and read it to yourself. Imagine the words calming and soothing 
you. Use imagery (such as a white light coming down from heaven or the universe) 
that soothes you as you read the words.

  Other ideas:     

    

    

Here’s an example of using distracting thoughts. Joel was in a bad relationship that often 
reminded him of the way he was treated by his mother. She was always criticizing him and telling 
him he was wrong. When these memories overwhelmed him, Joel never knew what to do. Sometimes 
he would just scream at his friends or whoever else was around. But after creating a distraction 
plan, Joel thought of other ideas. The next time he had memories of his mother berating him, he 
went to his bedroom to lie down. Then he started to imagine himself as a child confronting his 
mother about her abusive language. He told her all the things he wished he could have said to her 
years ago. He told her she was wrong and that she should stop criticizing him. Joel controlled the 
details of the fantasy in the way he wished it could have happened years ago. Afterwards, he slowly 
felt better. He had escaped the cycle of letting his painful emotions overwhelm him.
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and the news. Find something neutral in discussion, like Car Talk on National Public 
Radio or a gardening show. Again, sometimes just listening to someone else talk can 
be relaxing. Carry a portable radio with you to listen to when you’re feeling upset or 
angry.

  Open your window and listen to the peaceful sounds outside. Or, if you live in a 
place without relaxing sounds outside, go visit a place with relaxing sounds, such as 
a park.

  Listen to a recording of nature sounds, such as birds and other wildlife. You can often 
buy these in a music store and then take them with you to listen to on your portable 
compact disc player, cassette player, or MP3 device.

  Listen to a white-noise machine. White noise is a sound that blocks out other distract-
ing sounds. You can buy a machine that makes white noise with circulating air, or 
you can turn on a fan to block out distracting sounds. Other white-noise machines 
have recorded sounds on them, such as the sounds of birds, waterfalls, and rain forests. 
Many people find these machines very relaxing.

  Listen to the sound of a personal water fountain. These small electronic fountains can 
be bought in most department stores, and many people find the sound of the trickling 
water in their homes to be very soothing.

  Listen to a recording of a relaxation exercise. Exercises such as these will help you 
imagine yourself relaxing in many different ways. Other recorded exercises can even 
teach you self-hypnosis techniques to help you relax. Recordings like these can be 
bought at some bookstores and online at self-help publishers, such as New Harbinger 
Publications. Go to www.newharbinger.com and look under “Audio Programs.” Then 
you can take the programs with you to listen to when you’re feeling overwhelmed.

  Listen to the sound of rushing or trickling water. Maybe your local park has a water-
fall, or the nearby mall has a fountain. Or maybe just sit in your bathroom with the 
water running.

 Other ideas:     

    

    

Self-Soothing Using Your Sense of Taste

Taste is also a very powerful sense. Our tongue has distinct regions of taste buds on it to 
differentiate flavors and tastes of food. These sensations can also trigger memories and feelings, 
so again, it’s important that you find the tastes that are pleasing to you. However, if eating is a 
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Practice the cue-controlled relaxation technique twice a day, and record how long it takes 
you to feel relaxed. With daily practice, this technique should help you relax more quickly each 
time. Again, remember that the ultimate goal of this technique is to train your entire body to relax 
simply when you think of your cue word, such as “relax.” This will only come with regular practice. 
Initially, you might also have to think of the white-light imagery and engage in slow, deep breath-
ing to help yourself relax. But with practice this technique can help you relax in many distressing 
situations. You can also combine this exercise with the previous safe-place visualization. Engaging 
in cue-controlled relaxation first will help you feel even more safe and calm in that visualization 
process.

REDISCOVER YOUR VALUES
The word “values” can be defined as your ethics, principles, ideals, standards, or morals. These are 
literally the ideas, concepts, and actions that fill your life with worth and importance. Remembering 
what you value in life can be a very powerful way to help you tolerate a stressful situation. It can 
also be particularly helpful when you find yourself upset over and over again in the same situation 
or with the same person. Sometimes we forget why we’re doing something that’s hard, and this 
makes it difficult for us to continue. Maybe you have a job that you don’t like and you wonder 
why you keep going to work. Perhaps you’re going to school, and you don’t remember what your 
goals are. Or maybe you’re in a relationship that isn’t fulfilling, and you wonder why you keep 
maintaining that relationship. In cases like these, remembering what you value can help you toler-
ate stressful situations and also help you create a more fulfilling life for yourself. Use the following 
exercises to explore what you value in life.

Exercise: Valued Living Questionnaire

This first exercise will ask you to identify how you value ten different components of your life 
using the Valued Living Questionnaire (Wilson, 2002; Wilson & Murrell, 2004). As you read 
each component, ask yourself how important each of these areas is to your life—regardless of how 
much time or effort you now put into fulfilling the needs of that area. For example, maybe you 
highly value “self-care” regardless of the fact that you devote little time to it. Rate the importance 
of each component on a scale of 0 to 10, with 0 being not important at all and 10 being extremely 
important. Do your best to rate them honestly, according to your own true feelings, not to what 
you think you should rate them. You’ll then use your responses to the Valued Living Questionnaire 
in the following exercise, which will help you move toward engaging in what you value.
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sure you have whatever’s needed with you, such as candy, a portable radio, pictures, and so forth. 
This way you can practice relaxing when you’re not at home, especially when your painful emotions 
overwhelm you and prevent you from thinking clearly.

CONCLUSION
You’ve now learned some basic distraction and relaxation skills. You should begin using these skills 
immediately when you become overwhelmed with painful emotions. The next chapter will build 
on these skills and teach you more advanced distraction and relaxation skills.

CHAPTER 2

Advanced Distress Tolerance Skills: 
Improve the Moment

In the last chapter, you learned many important skills that you can use in a crisis. These skills 
will distract you from painful situations and then help you soothe yourself and relax so that you 
can deal with the situation in a more effective way. Remember, your plan for handling a crisis is 
to distract, relax, and cope.

Now that you’ve been practicing the distress tolerance skills from the last chapter, you’ll be 
ready for the advanced distress tolerance skills found in this chapter. These techniques will help 
you feel more empowered when you encounter painful situations in the future, and they’ll help you 
build a more relaxing and fulfilling life for yourself.

After trying each technique, mark the ones that are helpful so you can identify them later.

SAFE-PLACE VISUALIZATION
Safe-place visualization is a powerful stress-reduction technique. Using it, you can soothe yourself 
by imagining a peaceful, safe place where you can relax. The truth is, your brain and body often 
can’t tell the difference between what’s really happening to you and what you’re just imagining. 
So if you can successfully create a peaceful, relaxing scene in your thoughts, your body will often 
respond to those soothing ideas.

Make sure you conduct this exercise in a quiet room where you’ll be free from distractions. 
Turn off your phone, television, and radio. Tell the people in your home, if there are any, that 
you can’t be disturbed for the next twenty minutes. Allow yourself the time and the freedom 
to relax. You deserve it. Read the following directions before you begin. If you feel comfortable 
remembering them, close your eyes and begin the visualization exercise. Or, if you would prefer, 


