dbt therapy for kids

dbt therapy for kids is a powerful approach that can significantly help
children and adolescents navigate the complexities of their emotional and
behavioral challenges. This comprehensive guide delves into the world of
Dialectical Behavior Therapy adapted for younger individuals, exploring its
core principles, the specific issues it addresses, how it's implemented, and
the benefits it offers. We’ll examine how dbt therapy for kids equips
children with essential life skills, fosters emotional regulation, and
improves interpersonal relationships, making it a vital resource for parents
and caregivers seeking effective mental health support for their children.
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What is DBT Therapy for Kids?

dbt therapy for kids, often referred to as DBT-C, is a specialized adaptation
of Dialectical Behavior Therapy designed to meet the unique developmental
needs of children and adolescents. While the foundational principles of DBT
remain the same — balancing acceptance and change — the way these principles
are taught and applied is tailored for younger audiences. This means using
age-appropriate language, examples, and activities to help children
understand and utilize DBT skills. The goal is to equip them with the tools
to manage intense emotions, reduce impulsive behaviors, and improve their
relationships, ultimately leading to a more stable and fulfilling life.

DBT for children recognizes that many emotional and behavioral difficulties
emerge during formative years. By intervening early with a structured and
evidence-based approach like dbt therapy for kids, therapists can help
prevent more severe problems from developing later on. The therapy is not
about eliminating difficult emotions, but rather teaching children how to
experience them without being overwhelmed or resorting to unhealthy coping
mechanisms. This focus on skill-building is central to the effectiveness of
dbt therapy for kids.

The Core Principles of DBT for Children and
Adolescents

At its heart, dbt therapy for kids operates on a dialectical framework,
meaning it seeks to find a balance between seemingly opposing ideas. For
children, this often translates to balancing the need for acceptance of their
current feelings and experiences with the need for change to improve their
situation. Therapists work with children to understand that it's okay to feel
angry or sad, while also helping them develop strategies to manage those
emotions constructively. This balance is crucial for fostering self-
compassion and encouraging behavioral shifts.

Another core principle is the emphasis on skills training. Unlike traditional
therapies that might focus more on exploring past experiences, dbt therapy
for kids prioritizes teaching concrete, actionable skills. These skills are
broken down into manageable components and practiced regularly, both within
therapy sessions and as homework assignments. The structured nature of skills
training makes dbt therapy for kids particularly effective for children who
struggle with impulse control and emotional dysregulation.

Validation is also a cornerstone of dbt therapy for kids. Therapists
consistently validate the child's experiences and emotions, helping them feel
understood and heard. This validation fosters a strong therapeutic alliance,
which is essential for the child to feel safe enough to experiment with new
behaviors and coping strategies. Without validation, children may feel
criticized or misunderstood, hindering their progress in dbt therapy for



kids.

Key DBT Skills Taught to Kids

DBT therapy for kids is structured around teaching four core modules of
skills, each designed to address specific challenges children face in
managing their emotions and interactions. These skills are introduced in an
accessible and engaging manner, often using games, stories, and role-playing
to enhance understanding and retention for younger clients. The mastery of
these skills is paramount to the success of dbt therapy for kids.

Mindfulness Skills for Children

Mindfulness, in the context of dbt therapy for kids, teaches children to pay
attention to the present moment without judgment. This involves developing
awareness of their thoughts, feelings, bodily sensations, and surroundings.
For children, mindfulness might involve simple exercises like focusing on
their breath, observing their environment with their senses, or noticing
their emotions as passing clouds. These practices help children become less
reactive to their internal experiences and more able to make conscious
choices about their behavior, which is a foundational element of dbt therapy
for kids.

Learning to be present helps children disengage from overwhelming thoughts or
feelings that can often lead to distress. By practicing mindfulness, kids can
create a pause between a trigger and their reaction, giving them the
opportunity to respond more thoughtfully rather than impulsively. This skill
is incredibly valuable for children who tend to get caught up in intense
emotional states, making dbt therapy for kids a potent intervention.

Distress Tolerance Skills for Kids

Distress tolerance skills are designed to help children cope with
overwhelming emotions and difficult situations without making things worse.
These are "crisis survival" skills that provide immediate relief when a child
is feeling intense emotional pain or urges to engage in harmful behaviors.
Examples taught in dbt therapy for kids include distraction techniques, self-
soothing activities (like listening to music or taking a warm bath),
improving the moment by focusing on positive aspects, and using peer support.

The aim of these skills is not to eliminate distress, but to endure it
without resorting to maladaptive behaviors like self-harm, substance abuse,
or aggression. Teaching children how to effectively manage moments of crisis
is a critical component of dbt therapy for kids, providing them with a sense
of agency and control when they feel most vulnerable.



Emotion Regulation Skills for Children

Emotion regulation skills focus on helping children understand, accept, and
change their emotional responses. This involves identifying emotions,
understanding what triggers them, and learning how to reduce emotional
vulnerability. For children, this might mean learning to label their feelings
accurately, understanding that emotions are temporary, and building skills to
reduce the intensity and duration of negative emotions. Dbt therapy for kids
often utilizes strategies like opposite action (acting opposite to the urge
when the emotion is not helpful) and problem-solving.

A key aspect of emotion regulation taught in dbt therapy for kids is
increasing positive experiences and reducing emotional vulnerability. This
includes practices like building mastery (engaging in activities that provide
a sense of accomplishment) and building positive emotions by doing things
that bring joy. These proactive strategies help children develop a greater
sense of well-being and resilience.

Interpersonal Effectiveness Skills for Kids

Interpersonal effectiveness skills are about helping children build and
maintain healthy relationships. This module teaches kids how to ask for what
they need, say no to unreasonable requests, and navigate conflict in a
respectful way. These skills are crucial for children who struggle with
assertiveness, peer pressure, or maintaining friendships. In dbt therapy for
kids, these skills are often practiced through role-playing scenarios that
mimic real-life interactions.

Specific skills include DEAR MAN (Describe, Express, Assert, Reinforce,
Mindful, Appear Confident, Negotiate) for asking for things, GIVE (Gentle,
Interested, Validate, Easy Manner) for maintaining relationships, and FAST
(Fair, Apologies, Standards, Truthful) for maintaining self-respect. Teaching
these skills through dbt therapy for kids empowers children to communicate
their needs effectively and build stronger, more positive connections with
others.

Conditions dbt Therapy for Kids Can Help With

dbt therapy for kids has proven effective for a wide range of emotional and
behavioral challenges faced by children and adolescents. Its comprehensive
skill-building approach addresses the underlying difficulties that contribute
to these problems, making it a versatile and powerful therapeutic
intervention. The adaptability of dbt therapy for kids allows it to target
specific areas of struggle for each individual child.

One of the primary conditions that dbt therapy for kids addresses is
intermittent explosive disorder (IED), characterized by recurrent outbursts



of aggression. It also significantly helps children and teens struggling with
mood disorders, such as depression and bipolar disorder, by teaching them to
manage mood swings and emotional intensity. Furthermore, dbt therapy for kids
is highly beneficial for those experiencing anxiety disorders, as it provides
tools to manage anxious thoughts and feelings.

Children and adolescents with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)
often benefit from dbt therapy for kids, as it helps with impulse control,
emotional regulation, and organization. It is also a valuable treatment for
conduct disorder, oppositional defiant disorder (ODD), and other behavioral
problems, teaching children more adaptive ways to interact with their
environment and authority figures. Additionally, dbt therapy for kids can
support individuals who engage in self-harm or suicidal behaviors by
providing them with effective coping mechanisms and distress tolerance
strategies.

The effectiveness of dbt therapy for kids extends to those dealing with post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) by helping them process trauma-related
distress and manage intrusive thoughts. It can also be helpful for
individuals with eating disorders, supporting them in regulating emotions
that may contribute to disordered eating patterns. The overarching goal of
dbt therapy for kids is to foster resilience and equip young people with the
skills to navigate life's inevitable challenges.

How dbt Therapy for Kids 1is Delivered

The delivery of dbt therapy for kids is a multifaceted process that often
involves several components working in conjunction to support the child.
While the specific structure can vary slightly depending on the therapist and
the child’s needs, the core elements remain consistent, ensuring a
comprehensive approach to skill development and emotional management.
Understanding these components is key for parents seeking dbt therapy for
kids.

Individual Therapy Sessions

Individual therapy is a cornerstone of dbt therapy for kids, providing a safe
and confidential space for the child to explore their emotions, behaviors,
and experiences. In these sessions, the therapist works directly with the
child to teach and practice the DBT skills. This personalized attention
allows the therapist to tailor the interventions to the child's specific
challenges and developmental level. Sessions often involve reviewing homework
from the previous week, introducing new skills, and applying those skills to
real-life situations the child is facing.

The therapist uses a collaborative approach, encouraging the child to
actively participate in their treatment. They might use creative techniques



like drawing, journaling, or role-playing to make the learning process more
engaging and accessible for children. The emphasis is on building a strong
therapeutic alliance, fostering trust and rapport so the child feels
comfortable sharing and experimenting with new behaviors. This individual
focus is critical for the successful implementation of dbt therapy for kids.

Skills Training Groups

Skills training groups are a vital component of dbt therapy for kids,
offering children the opportunity to learn and practice DBT skills in a group
setting with their peers. These groups are highly structured and focus on
didactic teaching and experiential learning. Children learn alongside others
who may be facing similar challenges, which can reduce feelings of isolation
and provide a sense of community. The group format allows for shared learning
and the practice of interpersonal skills in a supportive environment.

Each session in a skills training group typically focuses on one specific
skill or module from the DBT curriculum. Therapists guide the children
through the concepts, provide examples, and then facilitate activities or
role-playing exercises to help them practice the skill. Feedback from both
the therapist and peers is an important part of the learning process, helping
children refine their understanding and application of the skills. This group
dynamic reinforces the learning from individual sessions, making dbt therapy
for kids a well-rounded experience.

Parent Coaching and Family Involvement

A critical aspect of successful dbt therapy for kids is the active
involvement of parents and caregivers. Parent coaching sessions are often
integrated into the treatment plan, equipping parents with the knowledge and
skills to support their child’s progress. This includes helping parents
understand the DBT skills their child is learning, how to reinforce those
skills at home, and how to manage challenging behaviors effectively. The goal
is to create a supportive home environment that complements the therapeutic
work.

Family therapy sessions may also be incorporated, especially when
interpersonal conflicts are a significant issue. These sessions provide a
platform for improving communication, reducing conflict, and strengthening
family relationships. By involving the family, dbt therapy for kids aims to
create a consistent and supportive network for the child, ensuring that the
skills learned in therapy are generalized and maintained across different
environments. This holistic approach is what makes dbt therapy for kids so
effective in fostering lasting change.



Benefits of dbt Therapy for Children

The benefits of dbt therapy for kids are numerous and far-reaching, impacting
a child’s emotional well-being, behavior, and overall quality of life. By
equipping children with a robust set of coping skills, this therapeutic
approach empowers them to navigate life’s challenges more effectively and
build a more stable future. The skills learned through dbt therapy for kids
provide a foundation for lifelong emotional resilience.

One of the most significant benefits is improved emotion regulation. Children
who undergo dbt therapy for kids learn to identify, understand, and manage
their intense emotions without resorting to destructive behaviors. This leads
to a decrease in impulsive actions, such as aggression, self-harm, and risky
behaviors. They become better equipped to handle frustration, disappointment,
and anger in constructive ways, reducing the frequency and intensity of
emotional outbursts.

Furthermore, dbt therapy for kids significantly enhances interpersonal
relationships. Children learn essential communication and conflict-resolution
skills, enabling them to build and maintain healthier connections with family
members, friends, and peers. This improved social functioning can lead to
greater social acceptance and a stronger sense of belonging, which are vital
for a child's development and self-esteem. The ability to express needs
assertively and respect the boundaries of others is a key outcome of dbt
therapy for kids.

Children also develop increased self-awareness and self-compassion through
dbt therapy for kids. They learn to understand their own emotional triggers
and patterns, and to treat themselves with kindness and understanding, even
when they make mistakes. This fosters a more positive self-image and reduces
self-criticism. Overall, the skills gained from dbt therapy for kids
contribute to a greater sense of control over one's life, improved academic
performance, and a more optimistic outlook on the future.

Finding a Qualified dbt Therapist for Your
Child

Selecting the right therapist is a crucial step in ensuring your child
benefits from dbt therapy for kids. It's important to find a mental health
professional who has specific training and experience in delivering DBT to
children and adolescents. Not all therapists who practice DBT are equipped to
work with younger populations, as the approach needs to be adapted
developmentally. Asking about a therapist’s specialized training in dbt
therapy for kids is essential.

When looking for a qualified therapist, consider asking about their
experience with the specific issues your child is facing. Inquire about their



approach to parent involvement and how they incorporate family members into
the therapeutic process. A good therapist will be transparent about their
methods and willing to answer all your questions. It’s also beneficial to ask
about the typical duration of treatment and what progress you can expect to
see.

You can find qualified dbt therapists for kids through several avenues. Your
child’s pediatrician or school counselor may be able to provide referrals.
Online directories from reputable organizations that specialize in mental
health or DBT can also be a valuable resource. When you find potential
therapists, schedule initial consultations to gauge their approach, rapport
with your child, and overall suitability for your family’s needs. Ensuring
they are well-versed in dbt therapy for kids will set the stage for a
successful therapeutic journey.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is dbt therapy for kids, and how does it differ
from adult DBT?

DBT for kids, often called DBT-C (Dialectical Behavior Therapy for Children)

or DBT-A (for adolescents), is a highly effective therapy that helps children
and teens manage intense emotions, improve relationships, and develop coping

skills. It adapts the core principles of adult DBT, focusing on mindfulness,

distress tolerance, emotion regulation, and interpersonal effectiveness, but

with age-appropriate language, activities, and family involvement.

What kind of emotional or behavioral problems can
dbt therapy for kids help with?

DBT-C is particularly beneficial for children and adolescents struggling with
a wide range of issues, including severe mood swings, anger outbursts, self-
harm behaviors, suicidal ideation, impulsivity, anxiety, depression,
defiance, and difficulties in peer relationships. It equips them with tools
to navigate these challenges more constructively.

How does family involvement play a role in dbt
therapy for children?

Family involvement is a cornerstone of DBT-C. Parents or caregivers are often
actively included in therapy sessions to learn the same skills their child is
practicing. This ensures consistent support at home, helps families
understand the child's challenges, and improves communication and conflict
resolution within the family unit.



What are the main skills taught in dbt therapy for
kids?

The core skills taught are: 1) Mindfulness: Paying attention to the present
moment without judgment. 2) Distress Tolerance: Learning to cope with
difficult emotions and situations without making them worse. 3) Emotion
Regulation: Understanding and managing emotions effectively. 4) Interpersonal
Effectiveness: Improving communication and relationship skills, including
assertiveness and boundary setting.

How long does dbt therapy for kids typically last,
and what are the expected outcomes?

The duration of DBT-C can vary depending on the child's needs and the
severity of their difficulties, but it often involves intensive treatment
over several months. Expected outcomes include improved emotional regulation,
reduced impulsive and self-destructive behaviors, better coping strategies,
enhanced interpersonal skills, and a greater sense of well-being.

Are there specific age groups that benefit most from
dbt therapy for kids?

DBT-C is most commonly adapted for children and adolescents, generally
starting around age 8 or 9 and extending through the teenage years. The
specific adaptations and techniques used are tailored to the developmental
stage of the child or teen, ensuring the skills are understandable and
applicable.

What are some signs that a child might benefit from
dbt therapy?

Signs a child might benefit from DBT-C include frequent and intense emotional
outbursts, difficulty calming down after upsetting events, engaging in self-
harming behaviors (like cutting or burning), expressing suicidal thoughts,
impulsivity leading to trouble, significant relationship problems, or a
general feeling of being overwhelmed by their emotions.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to DBT therapy for kids, with descriptions:

1. The Emotionally Intelligent Child: Helping Children Understand and Manage
Their Feelings

This book provides parents and caregivers with practical strategies rooted in
emotional intelligence principles, which are foundational to DBT. It focuses
on teaching children to identify, understand, and express their emotions in
healthy ways. Readers will learn how to foster empathy and build resilience



in their children, creating a more supportive environment for managing
difficult feelings. The approach emphasizes validation and problem-solving,
key components of DBT for younger individuals.

2. Mindfulness for Beginners: Am I Actually Doing This?

While not exclusively for children, this accessible guide to mindfulness is
highly adaptable for introducing basic DBT concepts to kids. It offers
simple, step-by-step exercises to help children become more present and aware
of their thoughts and feelings without judgment. The book breaks down complex
ideas into digestible chunks, making it easier for both children and adults
to engage with mindfulness practices. Learning to observe thoughts is a
crucial first step in DBT's skill-building.

3. The Explosive Child: A New Approach for Exceptional Parenting

This book offers a compassionate and effective parenting model for children
who exhibit extreme meltdowns and behavioral challenges, often seen in
conditions that benefit from DBT. It promotes collaborative problem-solving
and helps parents understand the underlying causes of a child's outbursts. By
shifting away from punitive measures, the book guides parents toward building
trust and reducing conflict. This aligns with DBT's focus on de-escalation
and building healthier relationships.

4. DBT Skills in Schools: Training Adolescents in a Group and Individual
Setting

This is a more clinical resource designed for educators and therapists
working with adolescents, but its principles are invaluable for understanding
how DBT is applied in youth settings. It outlines structured DBT skills
training groups and individual modules, covering core DBT concepts like
mindfulness, distress tolerance, emotion regulation, and interpersonal
effectiveness. The book provides practical tools and lesson plans for
implementing these skills with young people. It offers a framework for
therapists and parents to support adolescent DBT skill development.

5. Dialectical Behavior Therapy for Adolescents: A Practical Treatment Guide
This comprehensive guide delves into the specifics of applying DBT principles
to adolescent mental health challenges. It provides a detailed overview of
DBT modules and techniques tailored for this age group, including strategies
for managing impulsivity, intense emotions, and interpersonal difficulties.
The book offers clear explanations of how to teach DBT skills, such as
distress tolerance and emotion regulation, to teenagers. It serves as a
valuable resource for clinicians and parents seeking to understand and
implement DBT with adolescents.

6. Helping Your Child Cope with Big Emotions: A DBT-Based Guide for Parents
and Caregivers

This book directly addresses the needs of parents looking to support their
children through intense emotional experiences using DBT principles. It
breaks down DBT concepts into parent-friendly language and provides
actionable strategies for teaching emotional regulation skills to children.
Readers will learn how to validate their child's feelings, help them tolerate
distress, and improve their communication. The focus is on empowering parents



to become effective coaches in their child's emotional development.

7. What to Do When You Feel Like Screaming: A Dragon Series Book

This engaging picture book uses the metaphor of a dragon to help young
children understand and manage anger and frustration. It teaches simple
coping strategies, like taking deep breaths and finding a safe space, which
are fundamental aspects of DBT's distress tolerance skills. The book provides
a relatable narrative that allows children to connect with the character's
experiences. It offers a gentle introduction to emotional regulation for very
young children.

8. The Courage to Be Present: Mindfulness for Young Children

This book focuses on introducing mindfulness to preschoolers and early
elementary children in a playful and accessible way. It teaches children how
to be present in the moment through simple activities and stories, which 1is
the foundation of DBT's mindfulness module. The book helps children develop a
greater awareness of their senses and surroundings. It aims to build a
foundation for emotional awareness and self-regulation from a young age.

9. DBT Skills Manual for Adolescents: With Online Resources

This is a highly practical and comprehensive manual for implementing DBT with
adolescents, offering detailed skills training content and exercises. It
covers all core DBT modules, adapting them for the specific developmental
needs and challenges of teenagers. The accompanying online resources provide
valuable tools for therapists and parents alike, making it easier to deliver
DBT effectively. This book is an excellent resource for anyone involved in
the therapeutic support of adolescents using DBT.
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