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EMOTION REGULATION

This module addresses the emotional vulnerability experienced by many young 
people with substance use disorders (SUDs). It seeks to help clients to minimize their 
emotional vulnerability and reactivity and to recover from extreme mood states. Clients 
learn how to label the different aspects of emotions, create more positive emotions, 
prevent negative emotions, and lower the intensity of negative emotions. These skills 
are especially important in the treatment of SUDs as they allow clients to address 
the affective instability involved in maladaptive behaviors such as substance use. By 
reducing emotional dysregulation, clients lower their vulnerability to maladaptive 
behaviors such as substance use and self-injury.

DISTRESS TOLERANCE

This module teaches clients how to tolerate difficult situations and emotional pain 
without making the situation worse. It is about tolerating pain skillfully without engaging 
in problem behaviors. The distress tolerance module is divided into two parts: the first 
part involves crisis survival skills, which are immediate, short-term methods of coping  
(these include distracting, self-soothing, improving the moment, pros and cons of 
engaging in an impulsive behavior versus an effective behavior, and “tipping” one’s body 
chemistry); the second part involves reality-acceptance skills in which clients learn to 
fully accept what cannot be changed and to avoid fighting reality. Distress Tolerance 
skills are integral to treatment for adolescents with SUD especially as it relates to both 
skillfully tolerating urges and other difficult situations and also completely accepting 
painful aspects of their lives which have been connected to their substance use.   
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The Potomac Pathways Dialectical Behavioral Therapy (DBT) 
programs are “adherent” programs that deliver the DBT evidence-

based curriculum “to fidelity.” The Potomac Pathways DBT curriculum 
consists of the following five behavioral skills modules: 

INTERPERSONAL EFFECTIVENESS

This module focuses on skills for: building positive relationships and reducing conflict 
escalation; effectively asking for what one wants or saying “no” to another’s request;  
and maintaining self-respect. These skills are also essential in the treatment of SUDs as 
they address the interpersonal dysregulation involved in maladaptive behavior patterns. 
Interpersonal Effectiveness skills help clients navigate interpersonal situations by 
enhancing their ability to communicate needs effectively while also staying true to core 
values. 

MINDFULNESS

Mindfulness skills form the foundation of Dialectical Behavioral Therapy (DBT) skills 
– clients need mindfulness in order to use all of the other skills. Mindfulness is about 
increasing both nonjudgmental awareness of the present moment and attentional 
control. Clients learn to observe, describe, and participate in a manner that is non-
judgmental, “one-mindful,” and effective. By learning how to participate fully in the 
present moment, clients learn to reduce overall suffering and increase their capacity 
for pleasure. These core skills are especially crucial in the treatment of substance use 
disorders (SUD). They help clients become more non-judgmentally aware of the urges, 
thoughts, emotions, external situations, and patterns involved in their substance use. By 
bringing their awareness to cues and triggers, they learn to avoid them or simply observe 
without acting on them. In keeping with this, clients also learn about three states of mind 
related to their recovery from substance use: addict mind, clean mind, and clear mind. 
Recognizing these states of mind facilitates increased awareness of substance use and 
other maladaptive behavior patterns. 

 

WALKING THE MIDDLE PATH

This module was created by Behavioral Tech researchers specifically for adolescents and 
their families. It addresses the polarized thinking and behavior patterns experienced by 
families with emotionally dysregulated adolescents. The dialectical view refers to the 
perspective that opposites can both be true at the same time, and that there is more than 
one way to see a situation or problem.  Clients learn about various dialectical dilemmas 
such as the dilemma of change vs. acceptance. This module is important in the treatment 
of SUDs as it directly addresses the rigid beliefs and polarized relationships experienced 
by adolescents with SUDs and their families. By practicing both validation skills and 
behavioral principles, clients learn how to see a situation from the opposite perspective 
and take steps to change their maladaptive behavioral patterns.
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PROGRAM DESCRIPTION

The Potomac Pathways “DBT Intensive” program is an intensive outpatient program 
for teens and young adults with a substance use disorder and cooccurring mental 
health disorders which may be best treated with Dialectical Behavior Therapy 
(DBT).  The facility is licensed in the state of Maryland as an IOP substance abuse 
treatment provider. Level-of-care determinations in program placement are based 
on ASAM criteria and clinical criteria established by Behavioral Tech for adherent 
DBT programs.

Clients who are an appropriate match for this program may present at intake with 
any of the following symptoms: moderate-to-severe emotional dysregulation; 
history of non-suicidal self injury (cutting, for example); history of suicide attempt; 
eating disorder; mood disorder (mood disorders may include depression, anxiety, or 
bipolar disorder, for example).   Adolescents and young adults up to 22 years may 
be accepted into the program.  

The DBT Intensive program is appropriate for clients who are discharging from 
hospitalization, or who are returning home from residential treatment and require 
an intensive outpatient level of care. The program can also be appropriate for young 
people who do not require residential treatment, but who require a greater degree of 
clinical supervision and support than “standard DBT” outpatient programs.

Individuals with any of the following symptoms would not be appropriate for 
admission to this program: active psychosis, active suicidal intent, current 
intravenous drug use, or any current drug use requiring inpatient detoxification.

WHOSE IT FOR?

The DBT Intensive program is a 4-month program, which covers all five modules 
of the adolescent Dialectical Behavioral Therapy.  (In comparison, “Standard DBT” 
programs, conducted to fidelity, are one-year in duration).

• Eight hours of clinical treatment 
minimum per week.

• Five pre-treatment sessions (Initial 
Assessment, Bio-psychosocial 
Assessment, Family Therapy 
Session, Parent Orientation Session, 
and Individual Therapy Session). 
“Pre-treatment” is the preparatory 
phase of every DBT program that 
is adherent to the evidence-based 
model. The pre-treatment phase is 
usually completed in approximately 
one week.

• DBT Skills Training Group – Three 
times a week (Monday, Wednesday, 
Friday) 4PM-6PM. Includes training 
in five “modules” of behavioral skills, 

described further on the other side 
of this page. Also includes specific 
DBT behavioral skills for substance 
abuse treatment.

• AA/NA 12-step speaker meeting on 
Friday from 5PM-6PM. This is a one-
hour 12-step meeting conducted 
weekly in-house as part of the Friday 
Skills Training Group. 

• Peer mentors, who are clean & 
sober young adults, and receive 
training in peer counseling from 
Potomac Pathways, are present in all 
groups and activities.

• Weekly DBT Individual Therapy  
(1 hour)
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• Bi- weekly Family Therapy with 

licensed marriage and family 
therapist (1 hour)

• Bi-weekly Multi-Family Skills 
Groups (Every other Wednesday 
4PM-6PM)

• Phone coaching for clients (with 
their individual therapist) and 
for the parents (with the family 
therapist). Phone coaching is a 
required part of evidence-based 
DBT. The therapist is on-call 24 
hours/day for DBT skills crisis 
consultation to the client.

• Bi-weekly community activities. 
Licensed clinicians and staff 
conduct outings in the community 

in order to help “generalize” the 
practice of DBT behavioral skills 
from the program into the wider 
community environment.

•  Random substance abuse testing; 
frequency determined by severity  
of use.

• Clinical Case Management 
(consultation with other treating 
professionals, schools, etc.)

• Two masters level clinicians in 
each group “intensively-trained” 
by Behavioral Tech in Dialectical 
Behavioral Therapy.
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