Dialectical Behaviour Therapy

Holding two truths in the painful middle.

Austan Sloan e Recover-You

A note before you begin. DBT was developed for people experiencing chronic suicidality and
self-harm, and this guide refers to both. If either is present for you right now, please treat
that as a reason to reach out rather than to read on alone. The skills described here are taught
clinically, in sequence, with support. Reading about them is a useful start; it isn't the same as
being shown how to use them.

Feeling overwhelmed by what you're reading? Support is here. Call or text 988, Canada's 24/7
Suicide Crisis Helpline « In Alberta, call or text 211 for community, social, health, and
government services « In Edmonton and area, call the 24/7 Distress Line at 780-482-HELP
(4357) « Call 911 in an emergency.

What Is DBT?

Dialectical behaviour therapy was originally built for chronic suicidality, self-harm, and
borderline personality disorder. Its strongest evidence remains in those areas. DBT skills are
also used in addiction, trauma-related dysregulation, depression, and other settings, although
the evidence is not equally strong for every diagnosis. The short version: wherever emotional
overwhelm is driving the wreckage, DBT has something practical to offer.

If CBT is about catching distorted thoughts and cross-examining them like a skeptical lawyer,
DBT is about what to do when you're too flooded to think straight in the first place. It doesn't
ask you to logic your way out of a five-alarm nervous system. It hands you tools to survive the
storm, so that once it passes, you can actually choose what comes next. That's a meaningfully
different problem, and it needs a meaningfully different solution.

DBT in a sentence: this is real, and it's happening (acceptance), and here's
what I can do about it (change). Both. At the same time.

The word dialectical means two opposite things can both be true at the same time. That sounds
philosophical right up until you're mid-argument with yourself at 2am, and suddenly it's the
most practical idea you've ever encountered. It loosens the grip of all-or-nothing thinking. And
in that loosening, there's finally room to move.

Who It's For

People whose emotions move fast and hit hard: impulsivity, self-harm, substance use, all of it.

Anyone stuck in black-and-white thinking, shame spirals, or the specific chaos of loving people
badly.

People who are done with "just breathe" advice and want tools that hold up when everything's
on fire.

Evidence snapshot. DBT has more randomized controlled trial support for emotion
dysregulation and self-destructive behaviour than almost any other therapy in this space:
reduced self-harm, fewer hospitalizations, measurably better functioning. It earns its
reputation.



The Painful Middle

Picture two poles. On one side, reason: facts, logic, rational thought. On the other, emotion:
feelings, urges, the raw unfiltered signal of being alive and currently overwhelmed. In the
middle lies what DBT calls Wise Mind. Which sounds serene. A little mountain-top-ish,
honestly. In practice, it rarely feels that way, especially the first time you land there. It feels
awkward, exposed, and frankly annoying. That's why I call it the painful middle.

It's painful because getting there means acting against every instinct you have. Your nervous
system is screaming for the relief of an extreme (fight, flee, freeze, fix, drink, disappear) and the
middle path offers none of those exits. Not right away. It's the agony of the pause. The specific
ache of holding still while every cell in your body is voting to run.

Lean too far into emotion and you're trading tomorrow for five minutes of relief. Lean too far
into reason and you're suppressing something real, which doesn't disappear, it just waits.
Sometimes with interest. The middle asks you to hold both at once: the emotional truth and the
rational truth, in the same hands, at the same time.

Here's what DBT taught me, and what I've found to actually be true: discomfort is not danger.
It's data. It's your body registering that something is different this time, that you're staying
present in the space where real change happens instead of bolting from it the way you always
have.

Wise Mind is not a calm place you stumble into. It's the painful middle where
you choose to act differently.

Real-World Dialectics: Holding Two Truths

Life doesn't do clean-cut. Addiction, trauma, and recovery especially don't. They're full of
contradictions that refuse to resolve neatly. DBT doesn't try to iron them flat. It teaches you to
hold two opposing truths at the same time without one cancelling the other out. That turns out
to be harder than it sounds, and more useful than almost anything else I've learned.

Think about politics, and bear with me. People split into camps, each convinced their side holds
the entire truth and the other side holds none of it. Most issues contain a genuine thread of truth
on both ends. The problem was never the difference of opinion. It's our near-total inability to
tolerate complexity, and our even greater inability to admit when we're wrong. We'd rather be
certain than accurate. That instinct costs us everywhere it shows up.

Addiction and trauma create the exact same dynamic internally. Under enough stress, the mind
defaults hard to either/or: I'm fine, or I'm completely broken. They're entirely to blame, or it's
all my fault. No middle ground. No nuance. No room to breathe. DBT trains the both/and
muscle, so that over time your first instinct when faced with complexity isn't to collapse it into a
side, but to stay with it long enough to actually respond well.

— I'am doing the best I can, and I need to do better.

— T accept myself as I am, and I have to change.

— I'm proud of the progress I've made, and I know I still have a long way to go.

— I can love someone deeply, and recognize they are not healthy for me right now.
— Iregret choices I've made, and I refuse to let them define me forever.

— Growth can feel painfully slow, and I'm still further ahead than I was yesterday.



These truths don't compete. They coexist. The more you practise holding both, the lower the
internal tension gets. The less black-and-white thinking runs the show. The more options open
up that rigid certainty was quietly hiding from you.

"I can hold both." Four words. The quiet ones that separate emotional
survival from emotional intelligence.

Why DBT Matters in Recovery

Addiction and trauma don't just affect thoughts. They can disrupt emotion, attention, arousal,
sleep, behaviour, and the body's stress responses. We may feel too much, too fast, too often, and
many of us were never given tools to slow any of it down. Logical reasoning alone may be hard to
access when arousal is extreme. The answer is not to argue harder with a 'hijacked amygdala.' It
is to bring the intensity down enough for choice to come back online.

That's the gap DBT was built to fill. It doesn't ask you to think your way out. It grounds the body
first, so the mind has somewhere stable to land. It's not about control. It's about skilful survival
through the worst of it, until genuine choice becomes possible again.

What makes it particularly powerful in recovery is that it respects the biology of overwhelm
rather than pathologizing it. It doesn't shame you for struggling to regulate. It starts from the
position that your nervous system learned what it learned for real reasons, and then it gives you
something better to work with.

The Four Core Skills

Developed by Dr. Marsha Linehan, DBT is organized around four skill modules that work
together as a system. Each one targets a different breakdown point: the inability to stay present,
the inability to survive a crisis without making it worse, the inability to manage emotions before
they take over, and the inability to communicate needs in ways that don't detonate the
relationship.

1 — Mindfulness

Training yourself to notice and name what's happening right now, without immediately judging
it, fixing it, or running from it. It builds the gap between stimulus and response that most people
with trauma history never had.

Observing sensations without labelling them good or bad.
Describing experience accurately: "I notice sadness," not "I am sadness."
Participating fully in the current moment, even when everything in you wants to check out.

Proven benefit: improves emotion regulation and reduces rumination.

2 — Distress Tolerance

Learning to survive intense emotion without reaching for something destructive. Not fixing the
storm. Not pretending it isn't there. Getting through it without making the aftermath worse than
it had to be.

TIPP: temperature, intense exercise, paced breathing, and paired muscle relaxation, used to
physically reset the nervous system.



Distracting with activities, contributions, comparisons, or sensations (the ACCEPTS skills).

Practising radical acceptance of what cannot be changed right now, which is not the same as
approving of it.

Proven benefit: shown to reduce self-harm and impulsive coping.

A necessary caveat on TIPP. These are clinical skills, and the physical ones in particular are
meant to be taught and practised with a therapist rather than picked up from a page. The
temperature and intense-exercise components are not appropriate for everyone: they carry
real contraindications for people with cardiac conditions, low blood pressure, eating
disorders, or certain medications. Please check with a clinician or doctor before using them,
and if you are using any physical technique to get through urges to self-harm, that is a
conversation to have with a professional rather than a strategy to run alone.

3 — Emotion Regulation

Understanding and managing emotions so they stop dictating behaviour. This module teaches
you to recognize patterns early, before the wave is already over your head, and build the kind of
resilience that doesn't depend on everything going well.

Tracking emotion triggers and vulnerability factors: sleep, nutrition, stress, isolation.
Building positive experiences deliberately, rather than waiting for them to happen.

Applying opposite action: doing the reverse of what the emotion is demanding, when that
demand is going to cost you.

Evidence-informed benefit: interpersonal-effectiveness work can improve communication and
stability. Full DBT can reduce substance use in some populations, but no single skill guarantees
a lower relapse risk.

4 — Interpersonal Effectiveness

Communicating needs and boundaries in a way that doesn't sacrifice either self-respect or the
relationship to get there. Assertiveness and empathy, held together instead of traded off. For
anyone who grew up learning that those two things couldn't coexist, this module is quietly
revolutionary.

Using DEAR MAN to ask for what you need or say no, clearly, without apologizing for either.
Applying GIVE skills to maintain the relationship through validation and genuine gentleness.
Practising FAST to hold onto self-respect when the pressure to fold is real.

Proven benefit: enhances relationship satisfaction and boundary-setting.

Together these four modules don't erase emotion. They give you the capacity to carry it without
being flattened by it. The long-term outcomes are well-documented: better emotional control,
stronger relationships, and a quality of life that stops being entirely determined by the worst
thing that ever happened to you.

My Experience With DBT

Where CBT taught me to catch distorted thoughts, DBT gave me survival skills for when my
nervous system went nuclear. It met me where logic couldn't: when reasoning had already left
the building and my body had declared a state of emergency without consulting me.



DBT is what I reach for when I'm pushed past my limit. When something happens and my
emotions spool so tight that if you handed me a CBT worksheet, I'd throw the pen across the
room before I got to the first box. These are the tools that bring me back from the edge. Not by
solving the problem, but by calming my body enough that logic can re-enter the room.

In moments of panic or craving, I leaned hard on distress tolerance. The workbook version of
any of these skills is a starting point, not a prescription, and I had to adjust several of them
before they did anything at all for my particular body. That's not cheating. That's the point, and
it's worth doing with a therapist who can tell you which adjustments are sensible and which
aren't.

When emotions spiralled, mindfulness gave me something I hadn't had before: a small but real
gap between the feeling and what I did with it. This is a feeling, not a command. It didn't erase
anything. It just gave me enough space to witness what was happening instead of obeying it
automatically. For someone who had spent years on autopilot, that gap was everything.

Over time, emotion regulation built something that actually resembled a foundation: steadier
sleep, more consistent routines, less ambient chaos. And interpersonal effectiveness taught me
how to stop swinging between total silence and complete detonation. I learned to speak up, ask
for what I needed, and hold a boundary without spending three days apologizing for having one.
For me, that last part was the hardest skill on the list.

The longer I worked with it, the more I understood what DBT actually was. Not just coping. Not
just crisis management. It was the middle path between feeling everything and feeling nothing,
and it turned out that path wasn't weakness. It was the only direction that led anywhere worth

going.

Why DBT Works: The Brain and Body

DBT is more than a coping toolkit. It repeatedly trains attention, distress tolerance, emotion
regulation, and behaviour under pressure. Those repetitions can change how quickly a person
recognizes an urge and how much room exists before acting. That is a real clinical effect. It does
not require claiming that every skill directly rewires one named stress circuit.

Amygdala (fear and threat centre): trauma makes this region hypersensitive, scanning
constantly for danger that may no longer exist and firing faster than conscious thought can
intervene. Mindfulness and distress tolerance help quiet it over time, teaching the body the
difference between intensity and actual danger. Those are not the same thing, even when they
feel identical.

HPA axis (stress response): chronic trauma can dysregulate cortisol and adrenaline, leaving
responses too intense, too muted, mistimed, or slow to recover after a cue. Grounding and paced
breathing can help some people reduce arousal and practise recovery, lowering the cumulative
cost of a system that rarely gets the all-clear.

Autonomic nervous system: many trauma survivors spend their lives bouncing between
hyperarousal and shutdown with almost nothing in between. DBT builds the capacity to return
to balance rather than getting stuck at either extreme and spending years assuming that's just
who you are.

Prefrontal cortex (impulse control): every time you feel the urge and don't act on it
impulsively, you strengthen the neural pathways that make that choice slightly more available
next time. The repetition compounds. The wiring actually changes.



DBT doesn't just change behaviour. It retrains the nervous system to stop
treating every feeling like an emergency. The skills are the repetitions. The
repetitions are the rewiring.

DBT and CBT: Sisters, Not Rivals

Sometimes DBT gets stacked against CBT as though you have to pick a side. You don't. They're
not competitors. They're companions, each reaching the places the other can't quite get to on its
own. CBT says: catch the thought, test it, change it. DBT says: feel the feeling, ride it out, choose
differently.

I used to pride myself on being the logical one. Rational by nature, allergic to drama, always the
one with the measured response. For most of my life I operated on the assumption that
decisions were either logical or emotional, and if those were the options, logic was obviously the
right call.

What I didn't see, and what took years to finally admit, was that most of my so-called logical
decisions were made while I was emotionally compromised. I wasn't choosing logic over
emotion. I was using logic to dress emotion up in something more presentable and send it out
into the world with clean hands.

Relationships were where this showed up most clearly. When someone hurt me, I didn't
explode. I reasoned. "I can't trust you, so I'm out." Calm. Measured. Airtight. Nobody could
argue with it, which was exactly the point. What I never said out loud was that I also wanted
them to hurt. So I picked up logic instead of anger. Different delivery. Same weapon. Clean
hands. Loaded argument.

Those choices cost me. I ended relationships I didn't actually want to end. Cut ties I still valued.
What I called reason was reason that had been quietly commandeered by emotions I hadn't been
willing to acknowledge. The logic was real. The motivation behind it was something else entirely.

That's where Wise Mind finally made sense to me. It's not about choosing logic over emotion.
It's about recognizing that both are always in the room, always influencing, always shaping, and
that the work is learning to pause long enough so neither one gets to run the show uncontested.
Back to the painful middle, where the decisions you can actually live with get made.

Before You Go

CBT retrained my thoughts. DBT kept me alive long enough to use them. In recovery, knowing
what's distorted isn't enough. You need tools that keep you upright while you're still in the
middle of figuring everything out.

See it: name the thought, name the feeling, name the urge. You can't work with what you
haven't acknowledged. Awareness is the off-ramp, and it's always the first move.

Steady it: ground the body before you try to reason with the mind. The mind needs somewhere
stable to land before it can do anything useful.

Choose it: act by values, not by reflex. The choice doesn't have to be perfect. It just has to be

yours. Small decisions made deliberately compound into something that eventually starts to
look like a life.

One honest caveat about reading any of this on paper: DBT is normally delivered as a structured
program, with a skills group, an individual therapist, and phone coaching between sessions.



That structure isn't bureaucracy. It's part of why it works. A guide can tell you what the skills
are. It can't do what a group and a clinician do.

DBT gave me those tools. Not the ability to stop feeling; I've come to believe that was never the
goal anyway. The capacity to carry the weight of my emotions without being flattened by them.
And in that hard-won, uncomfortable, sometimes excruciating middle ground, enough room to
finally start the actual work of rebuilding.

Feeling overwhelmed by what you're reading? Support is here. Call or text 988, Canada's 24/7
Suicide Crisis Helpline « In Alberta, call or text 211 for community, social, health, and
government services « In Edmonton and area, call the 24/7 Distress Line at 780-482-HELP
(4357) « Call 911 in an emergency.
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