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Distress from Wikipedia 

 

In medicine, distress is 

an aversive state in which an 

animal is unable to adapt 

completely to stressors and their 

resulting stress and shows 

maladaptive behaviors. 

Distress Tolerance Skills 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Suffering
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stress_(medicine)


Distress Tolerance Skills 

Distress  
 

¸ Emotional / Stress 

response which occurs 

when a perceived need is 

not met. 
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Two Basic Human Needs... 

 

Å To feel competent 

Å To feel connected 

 

Andrus Angyal 



Stress / Unmet Needs ï Two 

Options 

 

Å Acceptance 

Å Change / Action 

 



Change vs. Acceptance 

ñgrant me the serenity  

to accept the things I cannot change;  

courage to change the things I can; 

and wisdom to know the difference.ò 
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Serenity Prayer Operationalized 



Dialectical Behavioural Therapy 

(DBT) 

¸ Dialectical means to change or balance 
opposites. 

¸ Change vs. Acceptance ( To Do or Not To Do) 

¸ When clients are distressed, it is because in some 
way they perceive or experience a lack of control 
with regards to a perceived need. 
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Two Basic Human Needs... 

 

Å To feel competent 

Å To feel connected 

 

Andrus Angyal 



Example: 

¸ 30-year old client with Percocet addiction 

¸ On methadone for 1.5 years 

¸ Previously complained to the CPSO about his first two 

physicians (FD and psychiatrist). 

¸ Had six carries, then caught forging a prescription for 

clonazepam.  

¸ Carries were removed and the client expresses 

significant rage in the office. 
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Validating the Clientôs 

Experience (Contôd) 



Patient: ñAll you care about is your own ass 

and the damn rules. I am féing sick of you 

and the rules. I needed the medication.  If 

you had been a real doctor, you would have 

given me the medications I needed and I 

would not have had to do thiséò 
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Validating the Clientôs 

Experience (Contôd) 



Is this a bad client ? 



Dr Weiss does not care 

My anxiety 

will never 

go away. 

Donôt know how else to manage my anxiety. 

Hopeless 

Powerless 
Blames me Reports me to CPSO 

I canôt cope 

I donôt 

know what 

I need. 



NO ONE CARES 

Nothing can 

change. 

Donôt know how to create change. 

Hopeless 

Powerless 

Incompetent 

Explosive Distress Avoidant Distress 

I canôt cope 

I donôt 

know what 

I need. 



Underlying  Distress  
 

 Hopelessness 

 Powerlessness 

     Incompetent  
 

 



Two Basic Human Needs... 

 

Å To feel competent 

Å To feel connected 

 

Andrus Angyal 



No One Cares 

Nothing can 

change. 

Donôt know how to create change. 

I canôt cope 

Validation 

Set goals 

Simple coping 

skills 

Break goals into 

small action steps. 

 

Create awareness of 

All or nothing attitude 

 

Know when to fold up Know 

When to hold up and Know  

When to Run. 

Beliefs Need 

Beliefs & Distress  

test cut know when to hold up_0001.mp4
test cut know when to hold up_0001.mp4
test cut know when to hold up_0001.mp4
test cut know when to hold up_0001.mp4
test cut know when to hold up_0001.mp4


Question: Is it possible to 

learn distress tolerance skills 

in 1 hour ? 

 

Answer: It depends 



                        Need to Connect 
No one cares 

Nothing can 

change. 

I canôt cope with  

how I feel. 

Validation 

Using Goal Sheets 

1. Breathing as a 

grounding tool. 

2. Distraction and Self 

Soothing 

Baby Steps 
 

Validate 

Success 

A simple metaphor to teach  

acceptance. 

Maybe 

SO ! 

Take 

Action 



Example: 

¸ 30-year old client with Percocet addiction 

¸ On methadone for 1.5 years 

¸ Previously complained to the CPSO about his first two 

physicians (FD and psychiatrist). 

¸ Had six carries, then caught forging a prescription.  

¸ Carries were removed and the client expresses 

significant rage in the office. 
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Validating the Clientôs 

Experience (Contôd) 



Patient: ñAll you care about is your own ass 

and the damn rules. I am féing sick of you 

and the rules. I needed the medication.  If 

you had been a real doctor, you would have 

given me the medications I needed and I 

would not have had to do thiséò 
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Validating the Clientôs 

Experience (Contôd) 



Patient: ñWhat I need you to do is give me my 

carries back.ò 
 

Doctor: ñI can see how angry you are and I can 

really understand why you are so angry, after all I 

am taking your carries away, and getting your 

methadone is going to be more difficult for you.ò 
 

Patient: ñThen just give me back my féinô 

carries.ò 
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Validating the Clientôs 

Experience (Contôd) 



Validating responses address the clientôs emotional 

need to be heard and involves reflecting to the 

client what you see without necessarily agreeing 

with it. 
 

Doctor: ñI can see how angry you are at me for 

taking your carries away. I sense that you feel I 

have somehow betrayed you because I am 

following the rules and doing what I am supposed 

to do as opposed to giving you what you need.ò 
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Validating the Clientôs 

Experience (Contôd) 



Doctor: ñI cannot give you back your carries for now. It 

makes me sad to have to do this and see how angry 

this has made you. Perhaps we can agree that this is a 

difficult issue and I hope that you come back to see me 

next week so we can talk about it more next week.ò  
 

Patient: ñMy friend goes to a methadone doctor who 

gave him all his carries within the first week, I am 

going to transfer clinics and call the college to see if 

you can do this.ò 
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Validating & Boundaries(Contôd) 



Doctor: ñ I appreciate that this has been a 

difficult appointment for you. I hope you can 

recognize that I understand how angry you are 

and care about your well being. We can speak 

more about this next week.ò 

Copyright 2009 Dr. Mark Weiss 

Validating the Clientôs 

Experience (Contôd) 



Principles for Connecting with 

Clients Therapeutically (Contôd) 

Listen and validate the 

clientôs emotional 

experience. 
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Validating the Clientôs 

Experience (Contôd) 

Why validate? 
 

¸ Validating does not mean agreeing with the client, 

giving in, or having to fix the problem. 

¸ Validating lets the client know they are important to 

you (even if you disagree with them). 

¸  Repeated validation leads to improved self efficacy. 

¸ Validating shifts the focus to understanding the clients 

distress vs. solving. 
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Validating the Clientôs 

Experience (Contôd) 

Why validate? 
 

¸ It makes distressed or difficult clients easier to 
work with. 

¸ If clients feel like they have been listened to 
then they are more prepared to listen. 
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ñThe art of medicine is to 

keep the patient amused until 

nature effects a cureò 
 

 

Voltaire 



A 34-year-old woman, presents complaining about a vaginal discharge. 

She appears agitated, tearful.  

 

What is going on in your life? 

 

ñI just found out that my husband has been having an affair with my 

oldest sister for the past year and a half.ò 

 

ñHow do you feel about that?ò  

 

ñI feel angry. I also feel depressed.ò 

 

BATHE EXAMPLE 

Adapted from the 15 Minute Hour by Marian Stuart  



What is the most troubling part of this situation for you. 

 

 ñI have two children. They are 

two and five, and I really donôt want to be a single parent.ò 

 

ñHow are you handling it?ò 

 

ñI am not handling this well, I am shouting at my husband 

and I am afraid the children are  being affected.ò 

 



 ñThat sounds like a horrendous situation. Itôs got to be 

hard for you to deal with all of that.ò 

 

ñYes, it is,ò 

 

ñWhy donôt we examine you now and find out what we 

can do about your vaginal discomfort and then we will see 

about getting you some helpò 



BATHE  

¸B ï BACKGROUND : What is going on in 

your life? 

¸A ï AFFECT: How do you feel about that? 

¸T ï TROUBLE : What troubles you the most? 

¸H ï HANDLING : How are you handling that? 

¸E ï EMPATHY : That must be very difficult. 
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NO ONE CARES 

Nothing can 

change. 

Donôt know how to create change. 

I canôt cope 

Validation 

Using Goal Sheets 

1. Breathing as a 

grounding tool. 

2. Distraction and Self 

Soothing 

Baby Steps 
 

Validate 

Success 
A simple metaphor to teach  

acceptance. 



Overwhelming Emotion 

 

Maladaptive Response 
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Anger                  Numb / Substance Use     Avoid 



Overwhelming Emotion 

 

Do something different 
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Distract                   Self  Soothe                Breathe 



Immediate Distress Tolerance 

Through Distraction 
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Emotion 

Create time and space for the 

emotion to become less intense 

Any  New Non Destructive or  Less Destructive Behaviours 

Autopilot 



ñI really appreciate how hard you have been trying to cut 

back on your drug use.ò I thought it might be useful to 

talk about the ways in which you could distract yourself 

the next time you felt overwhelmed and maybe had a 

craving to use or had the urge to cut. Would you like to 

talk about this? Here is a list of some distraction 

techniques you could use but of course you could come 

up with others. The idea is to pick a few that would work 

for you.ò 
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Introducing a Distraction Plan 

with your Clients (Contôd) 

CSAM Handouts Sep 22 2009.pdf


¸ñOkay so here is a list and a blank form. The 
idea is to select 10 to 15 distraction techniques 
that you could stick on your fridge.ò 

¸ñIf you can create your own customized 
distraction list between now and the next time I 
see you, we could spend a few moments talking 
about it.ò 

¸ñI am really excited to see what you come up 
with.ò 
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Introducing a Distraction Plan 

with your Clients (Contôd) 



¸ñThere are only two things you need to know 

about distraction. 

ï It is a different way of responding to what you feel 

ï It is not really harmful to you or anyone else.ò 
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Introducing a Distraction Plan 

with your Clients (Contôd) 



Techniques Which are Less 

Harmful 

¸ Ice cube 

¸ Writing with a red marker and drawing black 

stitches instead of cutting.  

¸ Snapping a rubber band against your forearm. 

¸Digging fingernails into the forearm ñwithout 

breaking the skin.ò 

¸ Draw faces or names on balloons and pop them. 
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Techniques Which are Less 

Harmful (Contôd) 

¸ Writing letter or journaling 

¸ Throw rolled up socks, pillows or foam balls 

against the wall 

¸ Scream into a pillow or secluded place 

¸ Cry 

¸ Explore other ideas with clients 
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Distraction with Self Care/ 

Pleasurable 
¸ Exercise 

¸ Walk 

¸ Talk to friends 

¸ Hike 

¸ Bike 

¸ Sleep 

¸ Take photographs 

¸ Journal 

 

¸ Eat chocolate J  

¸ Cook 

¸ Watch TV movie 

¸ Read 

¸ Video games 

¸ Music 

¸ Paint your nails 

¸ Write a letter 

Do things that do not involve thinking about your 

problem.  
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Distraction by Focusing on 

Others 
Do something for someone else: 
 

¸ Clean a house   

¸ Grocery shopping 

¸ Call and ask if someone close to you needs help 

¸ Join groups/ volunteer organizations (plan ahead) 

¸ Go to a park, the mall, other ideas _________ 

¸ Distract yourself by focusing on people you care about 
or admire (keep pictures of these people) 

¸ What would these role models say to you in this 
moment of distress? 
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http://bp0.blogger.com/_0XQB5t5onj8/RjUXIjp7fNI/AAAAAAAAAIQ/y3Gb19pYGjs/s1600-h/House+work


Distract your Thoughts 

¸ Imagine your wildest dream 

coming true 

¸ Keep a copy of a poem, saying, 

song with you 

¸ Fantasize 

¸ Write a description of your 

favourite place in the world and 

read it or imagine it when you 

need to 
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