
DBT for Patients with Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities (IDD)

Focus: Distress Tolerance, Emotion Regulation, Emotion Recognition

Caution: DBT requires a therapy license to implement fully. Learning 
DBT skills through the manual and online trainings are helpful!



What is DBT?

• SKILLS-BASED 
TREATMENT

• HELPS PEOPLE MANAGE 
STRONG EMOTIONS

• BALANCE ACCEPTANCE 
AND CHANGE

• TEACHES PRACTICAL 
COPING STRATEGIES

• USEFUL WHEN 
EMOTIONS DRIVE 

CHALLENGING BEHAVIORS



Why Adapt DBT for IDD?

• Use concrete language, repetition, visuals, modeling, and practice. Avoid jargon and acronyms when 
teaching clients.

Key modifications:
• Simplify concepts
• Teach one skill at a time
• Use real-life examples
• Involve caregivers/support staff
• Focus on observable cues





Use Thoughts and 
Body Sensations as 
Clues

• Ask:
• • What is your body doing?
• • What are you thinking?
• • What happened right before?

• Examples:
• Tight fists + “Not fair” = anger
• Heavy body + “I miss them” = 
sadness
• Fast heart + “What if?” = worry



Emotion Intensity Scale

Use a simple 1–5 scale:
1 = Calm and quiet
2 = Small feeling
3 = Getting big
4 = Very big emotion
5 = Out of control, too much 

Match skills to the level.





Priority Skill 
Area:

Distress 
Tolerance: 

• Goal: Survive the moment without 
making things worse.
• Teach through demonstration and 
practice rather than explanation 
alone.



Temperature Change, 
Intense Exercise, 
Paced Breathing

• Preferred skill for many clients 
with IDD:

• • Cold water on face or hands
• • Brief vigorous movement
• • Slow breathing practice

• Concrete, sensory, and easy to 
coach.







Take-Home Messages

• 1. DBT can be highly effective when adapted.
• 2. Focus on recognizing emotions through body and thought cues.
• 3. Prioritize distress tolerance and emotion regulation.
• 4. Teach concrete coping skills.
• 5. Practice often and keep it simple.
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