
dialectical behavior therapy for
substance abusers
Dialectical Behavior Therapy for Substance Abusers is an evidence-based therapeutic
approach that integrates cognitive-behavioral techniques with mindfulness practices.
Originally developed to treat individuals with borderline personality disorder, DBT has
been adapted to address a variety of mental health issues, including substance use
disorders. This article explores the principles of DBT, its application in treating substance
abusers, and the benefits and challenges associated with this therapeutic approach.

Understanding Dialectical Behavior Therapy

Dialectical Behavior Therapy was developed by Dr. Marsha Linehan in the late 1980s. It is
based on the idea that individuals can experience intense emotions that often lead to
destructive behaviors. DBT focuses on balancing acceptance and change, hence the term
"dialectical." The therapy is composed of four key components:

Mindfulness: Developing awareness of the present moment.

Distress Tolerance: Learning to tolerate painful emotions without resorting to
substance use.

Emotional Regulation: Managing and changing intense emotions effectively.

Interpersonal Effectiveness: Enhancing communication skills to maintain
relationships and assert needs.

These components work together to help individuals develop skills to cope with stress,
regulate emotions, and improve interpersonal relationships, which are often affected by
substance use.

The Link Between Substance Abuse and
Emotional Dysregulation

Substance use disorders often co-occur with emotional dysregulation, leading to a vicious
cycle where individuals turn to substances as a means of coping with overwhelming
feelings. According to the National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA), many individuals with
substance use disorders also experience mental health conditions, such as anxiety,
depression, and PTSD.

Understanding this link is crucial for effective treatment. Individuals may use substances



as a way to manage their emotions, but this often leads to further emotional distress,
creating a loop of dependence. DBT addresses these underlying emotional issues,
providing tools for individuals to manage their feelings without resorting to substance use.

Application of DBT in Treating Substance Abusers

DBT can be particularly effective for individuals struggling with substance abuse for
several reasons:

1. Skills Training

DBT includes skills training in a group format, where participants learn and practice
essential skills. These skills can help individuals:

Recognize triggers that lead to substance use.1.

Practice mindfulness to stay present and reduce impulsivity.2.

Develop effective coping strategies for distressing situations.3.

Build interpersonal skills to better manage relationships and seek support.4.

2. Individual Therapy

In addition to group skills training, DBT involves individual therapy sessions. These
sessions provide a space for individuals to:

Explore the underlying emotional issues contributing to their substance use.

Set specific goals, including reducing substance use.

Process any setbacks or challenges faced during recovery.

Individual therapy allows for personalized attention and support, crucial for addressing
the complexities of substance abuse.



3. Phone Coaching

DBT often includes phone coaching, where clients can reach out to their therapist for
support in real-time situations. For individuals in recovery, this can be invaluable for:

Receiving immediate guidance when faced with cravings or triggers.

Practicing skills learned in therapy when they are needed most.

Encouragement to utilize coping strategies in moments of distress.

Phone coaching reinforces the skills learned in therapy and helps individuals apply them
in real-life scenarios.

Benefits of Dialectical Behavior Therapy for
Substance Abusers

The application of DBT in treating substance use disorders offers several benefits:

1. Improved Emotional Regulation

DBT equips individuals with tools to manage their emotions effectively. By learning to
identify and regulate their emotional responses, individuals are less likely to turn to
substances as a coping mechanism.

2. Enhanced Coping Strategies

The skills taught in DBT provide individuals with a toolkit for handling stressors and
triggers. This proactive approach reduces the likelihood of relapse and promotes healthier
coping mechanisms.

3. Stronger Interpersonal Relationships

DBT emphasizes the importance of healthy relationships. By improving communication
skills and teaching individuals how to assert their needs, DBT can help rebuild and
strengthen relationships that may have been strained by substance abuse.



4. Reduced Risk of Relapse

Research has shown that DBT can lead to lower rates of substance use relapse. By
addressing the emotional and behavioral factors contributing to substance use, individuals
are better equipped to maintain their sobriety.

Challenges and Considerations

While DBT offers numerous benefits for substance abusers, there are also challenges and
considerations to keep in mind:

1. Commitment to the Process

DBT requires a significant commitment from individuals, both in terms of attending
sessions and practicing skills outside of therapy. This commitment can be challenging for
some, particularly those still in the grips of substance dependency.

2. Availability of Trained Therapists

Access to trained DBT therapists can be limited, particularly in certain geographic areas.
Individuals seeking DBT for substance use disorders may face challenges in finding
qualified professionals.

3. Integration with Other Treatment Approaches

While DBT can be effective on its own, it is often most beneficial when integrated with
other treatment modalities, such as medication-assisted treatment (MAT) or 12-step
programs. An integrated approach can provide a more comprehensive treatment plan for
individuals with complex needs.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Dialectical Behavior Therapy for Substance Abusers presents a
promising approach for individuals struggling with substance use disorders, particularly
those with co-occurring emotional dysregulation. By focusing on skill-building, emotional
regulation, and interpersonal effectiveness, DBT offers essential tools for recovery.

While challenges exist in implementing DBT, its benefits in reducing substance use,
improving emotional health, and fostering healthier relationships highlight its potential as
a critical component of comprehensive substance abuse treatment. As more practitioners



adopt DBT techniques, it is crucial for individuals seeking help to explore this evidence-
based therapy as a viable option on their path to recovery.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) and how is
it relevant for substance abusers?
Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) is a cognitive-behavioral treatment designed to help
individuals regulate emotions, improve interpersonal relationships, and cope with stress.
It is particularly relevant for substance abusers as it addresses the emotional
dysregulation often associated with addiction, providing skills to manage cravings and
reduce self-destructive behaviors.

What are the core components of DBT that can benefit
substance abusers?
The core components of DBT include mindfulness, distress tolerance, emotion regulation,
and interpersonal effectiveness. These skills help substance abusers become more aware
of their thoughts and feelings, tolerate difficult emotions without resorting to substance
use, manage their emotional responses, and improve their relationships with others.

How does DBT differ from other therapies for substance
abuse?
DBT differs from other therapies by its strong focus on emotional regulation and the use of
acceptance strategies alongside change strategies. Unlike traditional CBT, DBT
emphasizes the balance between acceptance and change, making it particularly effective
for individuals with co-occurring disorders, such as borderline personality disorder and
substance use disorders.

Can DBT be used in group therapy settings for
substance abusers?
Yes, DBT can be effectively used in group therapy settings. Group DBT sessions allow
individuals to practice skills in a supportive environment, share experiences with peers,
and receive feedback, which can enhance motivation and accountability in their recovery
journey.

What role does mindfulness play in DBT for substance
abuse treatment?
Mindfulness is a central component of DBT that helps individuals become more aware of
their thoughts, feelings, and cravings without judgment. This increased awareness can aid
substance abusers in recognizing triggers and making more conscious choices rather than



defaulting to substance use.

How long does DBT typically last for individuals
struggling with substance abuse?
DBT for substance abuse usually lasts for about six months to a year, depending on the
individual’s needs and progress. The treatment involves weekly individual therapy
sessions, group skills training, and phone coaching to help apply skills in real-life
situations.

Are there any specific populations that benefit most
from DBT for substance abuse?
Individuals with co-occurring mental health disorders, such as borderline personality
disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder, or anxiety disorders, often benefit significantly
from DBT. It is also effective for those who struggle with emotional regulation and
impulsivity associated with substance abuse.

What evidence supports the effectiveness of DBT for
treating substance abuse?
Research has shown that DBT can reduce substance use and improve treatment retention
among individuals with substance use disorders, particularly those with co-occurring
psychological issues. Studies indicate that DBT leads to decreased drug and alcohol use
and improved emotional regulation and interpersonal functioning.

What are some challenges in implementing DBT for
substance abusers?
Challenges in implementing DBT for substance abusers include the need for trained
therapists, the intensity of the program, and the potential for clients to resist engaging
with the skills due to their emotional discomfort. Additionally, maintaining engagement
over the course of therapy can be difficult due to the high rates of dropout in substance
abuse treatment.

Can DBT be integrated with other treatment approaches
for substance abuse?
Yes, DBT can be integrated with other treatment approaches, such as motivational
interviewing, contingency management, and pharmacotherapy. This integrative approach
can enhance treatment outcomes by addressing both the psychological and physiological
aspects of substance abuse.
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