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Therapy Worksheets

• Primary & Secondary Emotions

• Feel Your Feelings Evaluation
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Primary & Secondary Emotions

We can experience more than one emotion in reaction to a single event.

First, we experience a Primary Emotion. A Primary Emotion is a reaction to a triggering event (Linehan, 
1993b). A triggering event is something that happened in the environment that created, or triggered, an 
emotion.

Here are some examples of triggering events:

• Having a first kiss

• Getting a D on an assignment

• Hearing your mom say “no” to a request

• Scoring a goal at a soccer game

• _________________________________________________________________

• _________________________________________________________________

• _________________________________________________________________

Primary Emotions are “hard wired,” meaning they are like a reflex. Primary Emotions happen quickly 
and naturally. Primary Emotions can be like smoke detectors; they can alert us to something to which we 
need to pay attention.

Here is an example of how an event might trigger a Primary Emotion:

Having emotions might be less complicated if we only had Primary Emotions, but, we don’t just have 
Primary Emotions, we also have Secondary Emotions.

Secondary Emotions are created by the way we think about our reactions to triggering events. In other 
words, Secondary Emotions are feelings about Primary Emotions. They are not “hard wired.”

Here is an example of how an event might trigger Primary and Secondary Emotions:

Triggering 
Event

Having to give a
speech in class 

Primary 
Emotion 

Fear “Everyone else 
feels 
ne about 
having to do a 

speech.”

Secondary 
Emotion

Thought About
Primary Emotion  

Shame

Triggering Event

Having to give a
speech in class 

Primary Emotion 

Fear 
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W o r k s h e e t

Primary & Secondary  
Emotions - Your Turn

This worksheet will help you look at your Primary and Secondary Emotions.

Remember:

• A Primary Emotion is the first emotion that you feel when an event happens.

• A Secondary Emotion is a reaction to a Primary Emotion.

Think of a triggering event in your past. Keep in mind that your triggering event could be either 
enjoyable or difficult. After remembering your triggering event, think about the very first emotion 
you had. This was your Primary Emotion. Next, consider how you were thinking about your Primary 
Emotion and write your thoughts in the “Reaction to Primary Emotion” box. Finally, remember how 
you were feeling after this thought and put it down as your Secondary Emotion.

If trying to look back at a past triggering event isn’t working, notice a current situation and do this 
exercise in the moment.

Triggering 
Event

Primary 
Emotion 

Secondary 
Emotion

Thought About
Primary Emotion  
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W o r k s h e e t

Feel Your  
Feelings Evaluation

Are you an emotional stuffer or an emotional sticker? Are you good at Feeling Your Feelings? Look 
at the lists below and check the items that fit for you. If you check a lot in the stuffing or sticking 
category, it might be helpful to focus on skills that help you Feel Your Feelings.

Stuffing:

⁯ I frequently pretend like everything is Ok when it is not.

⁯ I ignore my emotions.

⁯ I smile even when I’m sad, hurt, anxious or angry.

⁯ People are surprised when they find out I’m depressed or anxious.

⁯ I focus on other people’s problems and ignore my own.

⁯ I feel emotionally numb a lot.

⁯ I will hold in my emotions until they are too big to ignore.

⁯ People tell me I’m emotionally distant.

⁯ ________________________________________________________________________

⁯ ________________________________________________________________________

⁯ ________________________________________________________________________

Sticking:

⁯ I often replay a crisis or difficult event over and over in my head.

⁯ I focus a lot on my difficult emotions.

⁯ I beat myself up a lot for things that are far in the past.

⁯ Most of the time I don’t let myself see the positives.

⁯ People tell me I don’t get over things very easily.

⁯ People tell me I make a bigger deal than I should out of things.

⁯ It’s hard for me to let go of difficult emotions.

⁯ ________________________________________________________________________

⁯ ________________________________________________________________________

⁯ ________________________________________________________________________
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Feel My Feelings:

⁯ I notice my enjoyable and difficult feelings when they are happening.

⁯ I let my feelings come and go.

⁯ I notice both the positives and negatives.

⁯ I am usually able to tell people how I’m feeling.

⁯ I am comfortable with my emotions.

⁯ The people close to me usually know how I’m feeling.

⁯ When I have a difficult emotion, I can feel it without holding onto it.

⁯ ________________________________________________________________________

⁯ ________________________________________________________________________

⁯ ________________________________________________________________________
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Skills Coaching Worksheets

• ACCUMULATING Positive Experiences—Short Term

• Activities For Teens
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From DBT Skills Manual for Adolescents, by Jill H. Rathus and Alec L. Miller. Copyright 2015 by The Guilford Press. 
 Permission to photocopy this handout is granted to purchasers of this book for personal use only (see copyright page for 
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In the Short Term:

Do pleasant things that are possible right now.

• Increase pleasant activities that lead to 
positive emotions.

• Do one thing each day from the Pleasant 
Activities List. Also consider the Parent-Teen 
Shared Pleasant Activities List.

• Be mindful of positive experiences.

Be Mindful of Positive Experiences:

• Focus your attention on positive events while 
they are happening.

• Refocus your attention when your mind 
wanders to the negative.

• Participate fully in the experience.

Be Unmindful of Worries:

• Don’t destroy positive experiences by 
thinking about when they will end.

• Don’t think about whether you deserve this 
positive experience.

• Don’t think about how much more might be 
expected of you now. 

 
 
Adapted from DBT  Skills Training Handouts and Worksheets, Second Edition. Copyright 2015 by Marsha M. Linehan. Adapted 
by permission.

Emotion Regulation Handout 9

ACCUMULATING Positive Experiences—Short Term
(To Build a Dam between You and the Sea of Emotional Dyscontrol)



• Think of 3 things you are grateful for

• Declutter and organize your space 

• Get cozy! Put on comfy clothes, wrap up in 
a blanket, wear fuzzy socks

• Work out along with an exercise video

• Listen to a podcast, or a TEDtalk 

• Take pictures 

• Go through and get rid of things you no 
longer need - donate them!

• Learn and practice a new language 

• Watch a YouTube video

• Go for a drive 

• Learn a new skill 

• Go to the beach, lake, pool

• Be crafty

• Create a bucket list

• Go to an animal shelter or pet store

• Watch the sunrise or sunset

• Look at the clouds or the stars

• Learn a magic trick

• Go exploring in your neighborhood

• Write down your favorite quotes

• Find a new recipe and cook a meal 

• Engage your brain with sudoku or 
word searches

• Plant a garden or take care of houseplants 

• Write a thoughtful letter to someone you 
care about

• Plan a fun activity to do with friends or family

• Go to a restaurant or order takeout 

• Light a candle of your favorite scent

• Challenge yourself to unplug from 
electronics

• Drink a cup of water 

• Fill out a page in a coloring book 

• Watch a documentary

• Download a new app

• Do a random act of kindness, or go 
volunteer

• Visit a museum, library, zoo

• Go to a movie theatre or concert

• Do a seasonal activity 

• Give someone a hug 

• Color your hair

• Watch or make TikToks
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• Bake for yourself or others - Try a new recipe 
which includes an ingredient you have never 
used before!

• Create a vision board either online or on 
poster board. If you want to try it online, 
use Pinterest, or Canva

• Listen to music - make a playlist of your 
favorite songs

• Play an instrument 

• Sing karaoke

• Have a dance party - and dance like 
nobody's watching! 

• Do yoga, stretch, or just get up and move 
your body

• Paint or draw a picture of something that 
makes you happy

• Learn about something new and interesting

• Read (or reread) a book

• Write a poem, story, or journal prompt

• Play a board game

• Play cards

• Knit, crochet, or sew

• Go online shopping or visit your 
favorite store

• Watch your favorite tv show or movie

• Play a video game or computer game

• Decorate your room

• Take a nap

• Text or call a friend

• Go on a bike ride 

• Take a walk, run, or hike

• Play your favorite sport 

• Make your own adventure course - play ‘the 
floor is lava’

• Create an ice cream bar at home

• Drink a cup of tea

• Get dressed up - All the way!

• Make jewelry, or friendship bracelets

• Do a scavenger hunt

• Work on a puzzle 

• Take a warm bath or shower

• Paint your nails

• Make your own at-home spa experience 

• Create and do a skin care routine

• Try a new hairstyle or makeup look

• Snuggle with your pet, or a stuffed animal

continued...

Activities For Teens



Activities For Teens (contd.)
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• Think of 3 things you are grateful for

• Declutter and organize your space 

• Get cozy! Put on comfy clothes, wrap up in 
a blanket, wear fuzzy socks

• Work out along with an exercise video

• Listen to a podcast, or a TEDtalk 

• Take pictures 

• Go through and get rid of things you no 
longer need - donate them!

• Learn and practice a new language 

• Watch a YouTube video

• Go for a drive 

• Learn a new skill 

• Go to the beach, lake, pool

• Be crafty

• Create a bucket list

• Go to an animal shelter or pet store

• Watch the sunrise or sunset

• Look at the clouds or the stars

• Learn a magic trick

• Go exploring in your neighborhood

• Write down your favorite quotes

• Find a new recipe and cook a meal 

• Engage your brain with sudoku or 
word searches

• Plant a garden or take care of houseplants 

• Write a thoughtful letter to someone you 
care about

• Plan a fun activity to do with friends or family

• Go to a restaurant or order takeout 

• Light a candle of your favorite scent

• Challenge yourself to unplug from 
electronics

• Drink a cup of water 

• Fill out a page in a coloring book 

• Watch a documentary

• Download a new app

• Do a random act of kindness, or go 
volunteer

• Visit a museum, library, zoo

• Go to a movie theatre or concert

• Do a seasonal activity 

• Give someone a hug 

• Color your hair

• Watch or make TikToks

• Bake for yourself or others - Try a new recipe 
which includes an ingredient you have never 
used before!

• Create a vision board either online or on 
poster board. If you want to try it online, 
use Pinterest, or Canva

• Listen to music - make a playlist of your 
favorite songs

• Play an instrument 

• Sing karaoke

• Have a dance party - and dance like 
nobody's watching! 

• Do yoga, stretch, or just get up and move 
your body

• Paint or draw a picture of something that 
makes you happy

• Learn about something new and interesting

• Read (or reread) a book

• Write a poem, story, or journal prompt

• Play a board game

• Play cards

• Knit, crochet, or sew

• Go online shopping or visit your 
favorite store

• Watch your favorite tv show or movie

• Play a video game or computer game

• Decorate your room

• Take a nap

• Text or call a friend

• Go on a bike ride 

• Take a walk, run, or hike

• Play your favorite sport 

• Make your own adventure course - play ‘the 
floor is lava’

• Create an ice cream bar at home

• Drink a cup of tea

• Get dressed up - All the way!

• Make jewelry, or friendship bracelets

• Do a scavenger hunt

• Work on a puzzle 

• Take a warm bath or shower

• Paint your nails

• Make your own at-home spa experience 

• Create and do a skin care routine

• Try a new hairstyle or makeup look

• Snuggle with your pet, or a stuffed animal
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Group Skills Worksheets

• Goals of Emotion Regulation Skills Training

• What Good Are Emotions?

• Be an Emotions Detective
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From DBT Skills Manual for Adolescents, by Jill H. Rathus and Alec L. Miller. Copyright 2015 by The Guilford Press. 
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I. Understand the emotions that you experience.

• Identify (observe and describe/name) emotions.

• Know what emotions do for you (are your emotions working 
for or against you in this moment?).

II. Reduce emotional vulnerability and stop unwanted emotions 
from starting in the first place.

• Increase positive emotions.

• Decrease vulnerability to Emotion Mind.

III. Decrease the frequency of unwanted emotions.

IV. Decrease emotional suffering; stop or reduce unwanted 
emotions once they start.

• Let go of painful emotions using mindfulness.

• Change emotions through opposite action.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adapted from DBT  Skills Training Handouts and Worksheets, Second Edition. Copyright 2015 by Marsha M. Linehan. Adapted 
by permission.

EMOTION REGULATION HANDOUT 2

Goals of Emotion Regulation Skills Training
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From DBT Skills Manual for Adolescents, by Jill H. Rathus and Alec L. Miller. Copyright 2015 by The Guilford Press. 
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Emotions Give Us Information.

• Emotions provide us with a signal that 
something is happening (e.g., “I feel nervous 
standing alone in this dark alley”).

• Sometimes our emotions communicate by 
“gut feeling” or intuition. This can be helpful if 
our emotions get us to check out the facts.

• It’s a problem when we treat emotions as if 
they are facts about the world. For example: 
“If I am afraid, there must be a threat,” or “I 
love him, so he must be good for me.”

• We need to be mindful that emotions are not facts.  
Therefore, it is important to check the facts about 
the situation.

Emotions Communicate to, and Influence, Others.

• Facial expressions, body posture, and voice tone say 
a lot about how you’re feeling. They communicate 
emotions to others (e.g., your sad face may cause 
someone to ask you if you are OK and to give you 
support).

• Whether you realize it or not, your emotions—
expressed by words, face, or body language—
influence how other people respond to you.

Emotions Motivate and Prepare Us for Action.

• The action urge connected to specific emotions is 
often “hardwired.” For example, when we hear a 
loud horn beep suddenly, we startle.

• Emotions save time in getting us to act in important 
situations. Our nervous system activates us (e.g., we 
instantly jump out of the way of an oncoming car). 
We don’t have to think everything through.

• Strong emotions can help us overcome obstacles—
in our mind and in the environment.

 
Adapted from DBT  Skills Training Handouts and Worksheets, Second 
Edition. Copyright 2015 by Marsha M. Linehan. Adapted by permission.

EMOTION REGULATION HANDOUT 4

What Good Are Emotions?
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Be an Emotions Detective

Being aware of your emotions is very important. Knowing how you are feeling will help you:

• Focus on and appreciate enjoyable emotions

• Use skills to manage difficult emotions

• Catch emotions before they get too overwhelming

• Stay in Wise Mind

• ___________________________________________________________________

• ___________________________________________________________________

• ___________________________________________________________________

Learning to be aware of your emotions is like being an Emotions Detective. This means being on the 
lookout for clues that might help you catch an emotion.

Look for clues in these areas:

	 Body Sensations: Emotions involve physical changes in the body.

	 For example: I may have tense muscles and a pounding heart when I feel anxious.

	 Thoughts: Emotions impact the way we think, including self-talk.

	 For example: I may say to myself “I can’t do it” when feeling depressed.

	 Communication (Verbal and Nonverbal): Emotions change how we communicate.

	 For example: I may clench my fists or yell when I feel angry.

	� Action Urges & Actions: Emotions affect the way we feel like behaving and the way we 
behave.

	� For example: I may have urges for self-injurious behavior when feeling guilty, or I may 
impulsively interrupt others when feeling excited.
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Parent Coaching Worksheets

• What’s Typical for Adolescents and What’s Cause for Concern?

• What Is Typical, What Is Not?

• Adolescence: Developmental Tasks

• Typical vs. Problem Behaviors - Balance in Action

• Common Presentations of Dysregulation
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From DBT Skills Manual for Adolescents, by Jill H. Rathus and Alec L. Miller. Copyright 2015 by The Guilford Press. 
 Permission to photocopy this handout is granted to purchasers of this book for personal use only (see copyright page for 
details). Purchasers can download and print additional copies of this handout from www.guilford.com/rathus-handouts.

Typical Not Typical: Cause for Concern

 1. Increased moodiness Intense, painful, long-lasting moods; risky 
mood-dependent behavior, major depression, 
or panic attacks; self-injury or suicidal thinking

 2. Increased self-
consciousness, of feeling “on 
stage,” increased focus on 
body image

Social phobia or withdrawal; perfectionism and 
unrealistic standards; bingeing, purging, or 
restricted eating; obsessive about or neglectful 
of hygiene

 3. Increased dawdling Multiple distractions to point of not being able 
to complete homework or projects, lack of 
focus that interferes with daily work or tasks, 
regularly late for appointments

 4. Increased parent–
adolescent conflict

Verbal or physical aggression, running away

 5. Experimentation with drugs, 
alcohol, or cigarettes

Substance abuse, selling drugs, substance-
using peer group

 6. Increased sense of 
invulnerability (may lead to 
increased sensation seeking 
or risk taking)

Multiple accidents; encounters with firearms; 
excessive risk taking (e.g., subway surfing, 
driving drunk or texting while driving), getting 
arrested

 7. Stressful transitions to 
middle and high school

School refusal; bullying or being bullied; lack of 
connection to school or peers; school truancy, 
failure, or dropout

 8. Increased 
argumentativeness, 
idealism, and criticism; 
being opinionated

Rebellious questioning of social rules and 
conventions; causing trouble with family 
members, teachers, or others who attempt to 
assert authority over the adolescent

(continued)

WALKING THE MIDDLE PATH HANDOUT 6

What’s Typical for Adolescents  
and What’s Cause for Concern?
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Typical Not Typical: Cause for Concern

 9. Increased sexual 
maturation; sexual interest 
or experimentation

Sexual promiscuity, multiple partners, unsafe 
sexual practices, pregnancy

10. Becoming stressed by 
everyday decision making

Becoming paralyzed with indecision

11. Increased desire for privacy Isolation from family; breakdown of 
communication, routine lying, and hiding things

12. Strong interest in technology; 
social media

Many hours per day spent on computer, on 
high-risk or triggering websites; casually 
meeting partners online; revealing too much 
(e.g., “sexting,” overly personal posts on 
Facebook, Tumblr, Instagram, in blog)

13. Messy room Old, rotting food; teen not able to find basic 
necessities; dirty clothes covering floor 
chronically

14. Sleep cycle shifts later (urge 
to be a “night owl” and to 
sleep late on weekends)

Often up nearly all night; sleeps almost all day 
on weekends; routinely late (or missing school) 
because of sleep schedule

What’s Typical for Adolescents and What’s Cause for Concern? (page 2 of 2)
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What Is Typical, What Is Not?

Remember that development is different for each individual. For some teens, developmentally typical 
behaviors can be taken to an extreme and become a greater problem. Parents have a difficult task here, 
as they need to both allow for developmentally typical behaviors and address problem behaviors (Miller, 
Rathus & Linehan, 2007).

DEVELOPMENTALLY	 BALANCE	 PROBLEM
TYPICAL BEHAVIORS		  BEHAVIORS

Allow Developmentally Typical Behaviors. Developmentally typical behaviors include challenging 
behaviors that are the result of the developmental tasks of adolescence . In other words, these are 
behaviors that are common and expected for adolescents but are also difficult to encounter and 
interact with.

Examples include frequent arguments with parents, minor violations of the rules (such as missing 
curfew) and refusal to talk about emotions or school tasks.

See the next sections for a detailed discussion of the developmental tasks of adolescence.

It is helpful for parents to know and recognize what is developmentally expected (Miller, Rathus & 
Linehan, 2007). It is important that parents not overreact to these developmentally typical behaviors. 
It is the parent’s job to weather these storms and support his or her teen in the growing pains of 
development. Sometimes this support means having flexibility so that the teen can work through his or 
her developmental tasks.

Address Problem Behaviors. Problem behaviors stem from developmentally typical behaviors but 
have reached an extreme. These are difficult behaviors that are more concerning or serious than the 
challenging behaviors typically seen in adolescence (Miller, Rathus & Linehan, 2007). Problem 
behaviors can create large consequences, are often harmful and reduce the quality of life for the teen 
and his or her family.

Problem behaviors are an extreme form of developmentally expected behaviors. Examples include self-
injury, suicide attempts, mental health hospitalization and addiction issues.

It is helpful for parents to know and recognize what behaviors are beyond typical. It is important for 
parents to take these behaviors seriously, as they require less flexibility than the developmentally typical 
behaviors.
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Remember to think about difficult adolescent behaviors as dialectic, and note that problem behaviors 
occur on the other end of the spectrum from developmentally typical adolescent behaviors.
Consider the following example:

Brianna gets in a fight with her mom about doing chores and as a result of the fight, yells, “I hate 
you,” runs up to her room, slams her door and gives her mom the silent treatment for the rest of 
the day. The next day, Brianna’s behavior is back to normal.

Although these behaviors are not pleasant and are difficult to experience and accept, they do not cause 
long-term harm for Brianna and her family. These behaviors are developmentally typical for adolescents.

Now consider an example on the other end of the dialectic:

Brianna gets in a fight with her mom about doing chores, yells “I hate you,” runs up to her room, 
slams her door and injures herself by cutting her arm. She doesn’t talk to her mom for the rest of 
the day but the following day discloses her self-injury to a school counselor, who later informs 
Brianna’s mom. When her mom asks about it, Brianna says, “It’s none of your business” and 
refuses to talk to her about it.

Some of Brianna’s behaviors are developmentally expected for adolescents. Arguing, slamming her 
door and refusing to talk to her mom about her emotions and behaviors are developmentally typical. 
However, using self-injury to cope with an argument is more extreme and is a problem behavior. This 
behavior will have bigger consequences for her and her family.

Balance. There are many factors that can make it difficult to find balance in this dialectic. When teens 
have mental health concerns, it can be easy to become desensitized to crisis behaviors, and parents can 
get into the habit of treating problem behaviors with more flexibility than needed (Miller, Rathus & 
Linehan, 2007). Conversely, parents can also begin to see every difficult behavior as a problem behavior 
and end up not using as much flexibility as they could with developmentally typical behaviors (Miller, 
Rathus & Linehan, 2007).

Balance in this area means giving support and flexibility to your teenager’s developmentally typical 
behaviors while taking seriously and addressing problem behaviors. In the second example, Brianna’s 
mom’s main focus should be on Brianna’s self-injury and problem solving ways to help her daughter 
maintain safety. The following sections will provide you with information to help you find balance in 
allowing developmentally typical behaviors and addressing problem behaviors.
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Adolescence: Developmental Tasks

Developmental tasks are new skills or abilities that we learn and achieve during particular stages of life. 
Developmental tasks help us to move forward in our physical, mental and emotional growth. Learning 
these new tasks is what helps us grow up to become effective and well-adjusted adults. Acquiring new 
abilities and skills in each stage of development can be difficult, and people going through stages of 
development tend to not be very good at each new task at first. This can create frustration for both the 
child and the parents.

Knowing and reminding yourself of the developmental tasks of adolescence can help you recognize 
what is typical—what to expect during the teenage years. Keep in mind that development is unique for 
each individual. Some of the tasks listed here may or may not occur with your teenager.

Establishing an Identity. Teenagers are trying to figure out who they are. This involves integrating the 
opinions of others, such as parents and friends, into their own understanding of themselves (McNeely 
& Blachard, 2010). The goal of this developmental task is to have a clear sense of their own opinions, 
values and beliefs and to figure out how they fit into their world.

What you might see in your teen:

• Spending a lot of time in his or her room alone.
• Not wanting to spend time with family.
• Experimentation with different types of music, clothes, makeup, jobs, interests, friend groups.
• Trying out hobbies or clubs.
• Experimentation with alcohol and drugs or sex.
• Daydreaming.
• Spending more time with friends than family.

Establishing Independence and Autonomy. Teenagers are working on independence and finding their 
own way in the world. This means making their own decisions and living by their own sense of what is 
right and wrong (McNeely & Blachard, 2010). Teenagers are focused on being less dependent on their 
parents, and often push their parents and family away. This pushing away is about making room for their 
own decisions and acting independently.

What you might see in your teen:

• Not talking to parents about school, relationships or emotions.
• Not wanting to be seen with parents or family in public.
• Spending more time with friends than family.
• Being more argumentative or critical with parents.
• Being reluctant to share where he or she is going or with whom he or she is spending time.
• Rejecting parent’s help or support.
• Having mood swings.
• Being disinterested in or rejecting of things he or she enjoyed in childhood.
• Breaking rules or boundaries set by parents.
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Practicing Intimacy and Closeness in Relationships. Teenagers are focused on and interested in peer 
relationships and are finding new ways to be more intimate with others (McNeely & Blachard, 2010). 
This can include emotional and sexual intimacy. Often this intimacy occurs with same-sex friendships 
but can also include a significant other.

What you might see in your teen:

• Intense friendships.
• Strong peer alliances and acting in ways similar to peers.
• A strong connection with a group of friends.
• A lot of time spent talking, texting or hanging out with friends or peers.
• A lot of time spent focused on a “crush” or love interest.
• Curiosity about sex and intimacy.
• Exploration of physical intimacy such as dating and sex.

Adjusting to a Developing and Changing Body. Teenagers experience significant changes in their 
bodies. Teens often become over-focused on their appearance (McNeely & Blanchard, 2012) and the 
appearance of others. This can cause them to be self-conscious or have difficulty figuring out how to 
dress or how they want to appear to others.

What you might see in your teen:

• Taking a long time to get dressed.
• Preoccupation with appearance.
• Increased interest in looking attractive.
• Focus on how others look.
• Acting shy or self-conscious.

Adjusting to Brain Development. Teenagers also experience significant changes in brain development. 
Teens are becoming better at reasoning and can now consider many options and think about things 
hypothetically (McNeely & Blanchard, 2010). Teenagers are acquiring the new skill of thinking 
abstractly, meaning they can think about what cannot be seen, heard or touched. This means they may 
be considering their own beliefs and values, which involve abstract ideas like trust and loyalty. Although 
teens have new cognitive skills, the area of the brain responsible for planning and identifying long-term 
consequences is not yet fully developed, so although they can see the abstract, they are still not very 
skilled with planning and thinking ahead.

What you might see in your teen:

• Belief that he or she can take risks without severe consequences.
• Focus on life’s greater meaning.
• Thoughts about how others see him or her.
• Greater focus on what he or she thinks and how he or she feels.
• Belief that everyone else is as concerned with his or her thoughts and behaviors as he or she is.
• Belief that he or she is the only one who has these thoughts and feelings.
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• Being dramatic due to a belief that no one else has felt how he or she feels.
• Difficulty seeing the shades of gray.
• Questioning family’s religious or spiritual beliefs.

The developmental tasks of adolescence can be particularly frustrating and confusing to parents as well 
as to teens. It is helpful to understand how the actions of your teenager are developmentally typical. 
Additionally, parents can be effective during such a difficult period of development by finding ways to 
support their teen’s developmental tasks.

Problem Behaviors

On the opposite end of the dialectic from developmentally typical behaviors are problem behaviors. 
Remember that problem behaviors are an extreme form of developmentally expected behaviors (Miller, 
Rathus & Linehan, 2007). Problem behaviors can vary greatly depending on the individual.

As mentioned earlier, a behavior may be a problem when (Miller, Rathus & Linehan, 2007):

• The behavior creates more severe consequences (especially in the long term).
• The behavior creates physical or emotional harm.
• The behavior significantly reduces the quality of life for the teen and his or her family.

Problem behaviors can include:

• Suicidal thoughts or suicide attempts
• Self-injury (such as cutting, burning the skin)
• Using drugs and alcohol (beyond experimentation) or addiction
• Over-eating, restricting or purging
• Promiscuity
• Refusal to go to school and truancy
• Complete disengagement from parents
• Running away from home

Problem behaviors can be maladaptive attempts to cope with a crisis. Many people have difficulty 
finding effective ways to deal with intense situations. Problem behaviors can be developed as a way 
to get through a difficult situation. These maladaptive attempts to cope, or problem behaviors, then 
continue because they provided relief, so people will continue to turn to that behavior when other 
difficult situations arise.

Although problem behaviors serve a purpose, they also come with big downsides. These downsides can 
include:

• Physical harm
• Hospitalization
• Conflict with others
• Loss of relationships
• Lack of self-care



D B T  S k i l l s  T r a i n i n g  w i t h  A d o l e s c e n t s116

• Decreased self-respect
• Failing grades
• Suspension or expulsion from school
• Health issues

Problem behaviors that create risks to someone’s safety are especially important to understand and take 
action on.

Suicidal Ideation (SI). This includes any thoughts of suicide, from passive thoughts to more active, 
planful thoughts. For example, passive thoughts might include, “My family would be better off without 
me,” and more active thoughts could include plans of how to commit suicide, which can lead to 
gathering the means to commit suicide and taking action on a suicide plan.

Self-Injurious Behavior (SIB). This includes any urges to or behaviors that harm oneself, without the 
intent to end one’s life. Examples of SIB include cutting, scratching or burning the skin.

Teenagers who struggle with SI or SIB require professional help, and it is important that these teenagers 
are receiving mental health treatment. Therapy will help teens identify triggers for SI or SIB and create 
safety plans to manage thoughts and urges for suicide or self-injury. Mental health professionals are 
trained in how to assess safety and help create plans and interventions to ensure a teenagers’ safety.

Safety issues are understandably scary for parents. Parents should take safety concerns seriously. This 
is a time to be focused on problem solving to ensure that teenagers are safe. It is important for parents 
to take a Non-Judgmental Stance toward safety issues and avoid statements that may be shaming. 
Remember that safety issues are a maladaptive attempt to cope with stress. Ask your teen to share his 
or her safety plan and how you can help with safety. If your teen is suicidal and unable to stay safe, take 
him or her to the nearest emergency room for a safety assessment from a mental health professional.

Parents need to make decisions about how to intervene with their teen’s behaviors. Parents should 
strive for balance by allowing for developmentally appropriate behaviors while taking seriously and 
addressing problem behaviors. The challenge in finding this balance often requires parents to learn and 
practice new skills. The following worksheets provide the opportunity to work on these skills.
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W o r k s h e e t

Typical vs. Problem Behaviors - 
Balance in Action

Identifying developmentally typical and problem behaviors takes knowledge, patience and practice. 
Take some time to reflect on difficult situations with your teen.

Describe a difficult situation you encountered with your teen. Include details and focus on the facts:

Write down the developmentally typical behaviors you noticed from your teen during this situation:

Write out problem behaviors (or behaviors more extreme than the developmentally typical behaviors) 
you noticed from your teen during this situation that are more extreme than developmentally typical 
behaviors:

Try this reflection several times to increase your non-judgmental awareness of your teen’s behaviors.
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Common Presentations of Dysregulation

Explosive: 
Outward display of intense emotions. Can include expressions of anger or aggression, threatening 
behavior, or visible expressions of high levels of distress.

Implosive
Intense emotional experiences that are predominantly felt internally. Can lead to a person shutting 
down, withdrawing, exhibiting signs of depression or anxiety.

"I'm Fine"
Person may appear fine when they are not. Can be difficult to read. May exhibit apparent 
competence. Difficulty with emotion labeling and expression. May show irritability or flat affect or 
say "I don't know.

Used with permission from the Be Center




