
dbt art therapy activities

The integration of Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) principles with art therapy offers a powerful
synergy for individuals seeking to navigate emotional regulation, interpersonal effectiveness, and distress
tolerance. DBT art therapy activities are designed to translate DBT skills into tangible, creative expressions,
making abstract concepts accessible and manageable. This approach empowers individuals to explore
complex emotions, build self-awareness, and develop healthier coping mechanisms in a safe and therapeutic
environment. From journaling through artistic expression to creating mandalas for mindfulness, the range
of DBT art therapy activities is vast, catering to diverse needs and skill levels. This article will delve into
the core components of DBT art therapy, explore a variety of effective activities, discuss their benefits, and
provide guidance on how to implement them effectively for personal growth and emotional well-being.
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Understanding the Synergy: DBT and Art Therapy
Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) is a highly effective form of psychotherapy developed by Marsha M.



Linehan, primarily for individuals struggling with intense emotions, self-harm, and difficulties in
relationships. It centers on a dialectical philosophy, balancing acceptance with change, and teaches skills in
four core modules: mindfulness, distress tolerance, emotion regulation, and interpersonal effectiveness. Art
therapy, on the other hand, is a mental health profession that uses the creative process of art-making to
improve and enhance the physical, mental, and emotional well-being of individuals of all ages. The art
therapist facilitates this process, guiding clients to explore their feelings, reconcile emotional conflicts, foster
self-awareness, manage behavior, develop social skills, improve reality orientation, reduce anxiety, and
increase self-esteem.

The integration of DBT principles with art therapy creates a unique and potent therapeutic modality. Art
provides a non-verbal language through which individuals can express emotions and experiences that may
be difficult to articulate verbally. DBT skills, such as identifying emotions or tolerating distress, can be
directly translated into artistic mediums. For instance, the act of creating art can be a form of mindfulness,
focusing attention on the present moment and the sensory experience of making art. This inherent
connection between the creative process and psychological well-being makes DBT art therapy activities a
powerful tool for healing and growth.

Key DBT Skills Enhanced Through Art Therapy
Several core DBT skills lend themselves beautifully to artistic exploration. These activities are designed not
just to be creative outlets but also as practical applications of DBT techniques, making them more concrete
and easier to practice in daily life.

Mindfulness Through Art-Making
Mindfulness, a cornerstone of DBT, involves paying attention to the present moment without judgment.
Art-making is inherently a mindful activity. The focus required to draw, paint, sculpt, or collage
encourages a shift away from rumination on the past or anxiety about the future. Engaging the senses – the
feel of the brush on canvas, the smell of the paint, the texture of clay – anchors the individual in the here
and now. This sensory engagement can be a powerful antidote to mind-wandering and emotional
overwhelm.

Emotion Regulation with Visual Expression
Emotion regulation involves understanding and managing one's feelings. Art therapy provides a safe space
to express and process a wide spectrum of emotions, from joy and excitement to anger and sadness. Instead
of bottling up feelings, individuals can channel them into their artwork. This can involve using specific
colors to represent emotions, creating abstract pieces that reflect internal states, or even drawing imagined
scenarios that evoke certain feelings. The act of externalizing emotions visually can reduce their intensity
and allow for a more detached, observational perspective.



Distress Tolerance Through Creative Coping
Distress tolerance skills in DBT aim to help individuals get through crisis situations without making them
worse. Art can serve as a powerful distraction, a way to self-soothe, or a method for problem-solving during
difficult times. Activities like creating a "distress tolerance kit" through collage, painting a "calm place," or
engaging in repetitive art techniques can provide immediate relief and a sense of agency when feeling
overwhelmed.

Interpersonal Effectiveness via Artistic Communication
Interpersonal effectiveness in DBT focuses on building and maintaining healthy relationships. While many
DBT art therapy activities are individual, there are also opportunities for group art projects that foster
communication, collaboration, and understanding of others' perspectives. Sharing artwork, discussing
creative choices, and working together on a common artistic goal can enhance empathy and strengthen
social bonds.

Accessible DBT Art Therapy Activities for Emotional Regulation
Emotional regulation is about understanding, labeling, and managing emotions effectively. Art therapy
offers a non-threatening way to engage with these challenging aspects of emotional experience.

Color Emotion Wheel
This activity involves creating a personal color wheel where each color is associated with a specific emotion
or range of emotions. Participants are encouraged to think about how different colors make them feel and to
represent nuanced emotional states with various hues and shades. This process helps in identifying and
labeling emotions, a crucial first step in emotion regulation. They can then use this wheel as a reference
when feeling an emotion, identifying its color, and perhaps creating a small piece of art using that color to
express it.

Emotion Self-Portrait
Instead of a literal self-portrait, this activity focuses on capturing an emotional state through abstract shapes,
colors, and textures. Participants might be asked to represent "how anxiety feels in my body" or "what joy
looks like today." This encourages them to think metaphorically and to translate internal sensations into
external visual forms, fostering self-awareness and a sense of control over their emotional landscape.



"Calm Place" Visualization and Creation
Drawing from DBT's emphasis on building coping skills, this activity involves visualizing a safe and
calming place and then bringing it to life through art. This could be a drawing, painting, collage, or even a
simple doodle. The created "calm place" can then be used as a mental retreat during stressful moments,
reinforcing the skill of self-soothing and grounding.

"Feelings Jar" Collage
Participants create a collage using images and words from magazines that represent various emotions they
experience. These can be cut out and placed into a decorated jar or simply arranged on a board. This visual
representation of their emotional spectrum can be a powerful tool for self-acknowledgment and can be
revisited when trying to understand their current emotional state.

Interpersonal Effectiveness Through Collaborative Art Projects
Building healthy relationships and communicating effectively are key to interpersonal effectiveness. Art
can be a bridge for understanding and connection.

Group Mural of Shared Experiences
In a group setting, participants can collaborate on a large mural that represents shared challenges, triumphs,
or aspirations. This activity encourages active listening, negotiation, and compromise as individuals
contribute their ideas and artistic styles to a common vision. It fosters a sense of community and mutual
understanding, highlighting how individual contributions can create a beautiful whole.

"Communication Lines" Drawing
This exercise involves participants sitting opposite each other and drawing while maintaining eye contact.
They can be instructed to draw what they see in their partner's face, their feelings, or a shared symbolic
representation of their interaction. The focus is on the non-verbal communication and the connection
forged through the shared creative act, promoting empathy and present-moment awareness in social
interactions.

"Gratitude Tree" Art Project
Each participant contributes a "leaf" (drawn, painted, or cut from paper) to a communal "tree" (a large
drawing or sculpture). On each leaf, they write or draw something they are grateful for, whether it's a



person, an experience, or a personal quality. This fosters positive regard for others and oneself, reinforcing
the skills of appreciating and acknowledging contributions within a relationship.

Collage of "Ideal Communication"
Using magazines, participants create a collage that visually represents their understanding of effective
communication in relationships. This might include images of listening ears, open dialogue, shared
laughter, or respectful disagreement. Discussing their collages allows for an exploration of interpersonal
goals and the skills needed to achieve them.

Distress Tolerance Techniques Using Creative Expression
When faced with intense distress, art can be a powerful tool for survival and self-soothing, offering an
alternative to maladaptive coping mechanisms.

"Distress Tolerance Box" Creation
Similar to a "calm place," participants can create a decorated box filled with small, tactile art supplies and
objects that help them self-soothe during times of distress. This might include soft yarn for finger knitting,
smooth stones for grounding, colorful pastels for scribbling, or small printed images that evoke comfort. The
act of assembling the box is a form of proactive coping, and having the box readily available provides
immediate access to sensory grounding tools.

Repetitive Art for Grounding
Activities involving repetition, such as creating mandalas, intricate geometric patterns, or repetitive brush
strokes, can have a profoundly grounding effect. The focus on process and repetition can interrupt cycles of
overwhelming thoughts or emotions. The creation of a mandala, for example, encourages concentration,
order, and a sense of completion with each repeated element.

"Crisis Coping" Sketchbook
Encouraging individuals to maintain a dedicated sketchbook for moments of crisis can be invaluable. In
these moments, they can use it to doodle, draw, paint, or collage without any pressure for aesthetic quality.
The act of making a mark, any mark, can be an act of defiance against overwhelming feelings, a way to
externalize and create space around the distress.



Sensory Art Exploration
This involves using materials with distinct sensory qualities that can help regulate the nervous system.
Examples include working with play-doh or clay to mold and shape, finger painting with cool or warm
colors, or creating textured collages with materials like sand, fabric, or feathers. The tactile and visual input
can help shift focus away from internal distress and back to the physical present.

Mindfulness and Present Moment Awareness in DBT Art
Therapy
Mindfulness is not just about observing thoughts and feelings but also about engaging with the present
moment fully. Art activities can be potent vehicles for cultivating this skill.

Mindful Doodling
This is a simple yet effective practice where individuals engage in doodling with a focus on the sensation of
the pen on paper, the movement of their hand, and the emerging shapes. There's no goal other than to be
present with the act of doodling itself. This can be done with simple lines, patterns, or abstract forms.

"Sensory Walk" Art Creation
Inspired by DBT mindfulness exercises, participants can go on a short "sensory walk" (either outdoors or
imagining one indoors), paying attention to sights, sounds, smells, and textures. Afterward, they create a
piece of art that captures their sensory experience. This bridges the gap between observation and creative
expression, reinforcing the importance of noticing the details of the present.

Body Scan Art
This activity combines the DBT body scan mindfulness practice with artistic representation. Participants
might draw an outline of their body and then color or fill in different areas with colors or symbols that
represent the sensations or emotions they notice during a body scan meditation. This helps in connecting
with physical sensations in a non-judgmental way.

Mindful Clay Molding
Working with clay offers a rich tactile experience that is ideal for mindfulness. The act of kneading,
shaping, and smoothing the clay requires focus and attention to the physical properties of the material.



Participants can be guided to simply be present with the feel of the clay, its temperature, and its
malleability, allowing thoughts and feelings to arise and pass without engagement.

Journaling and Self-Reflection Through Art
Combining the reflective power of journaling with the expressive potential of art offers a multifaceted
approach to self-understanding and emotional processing.

Art Journaling Emotions
This involves creating a journal where pages are dedicated to exploring specific emotions through a
combination of writing, drawing, painting, and collage. For instance, a page might start with writing about
a feeling of frustration, followed by a drawing of what frustration looks like visually, or a collage of images
that represent this emotion. This creates a visual and textual record of emotional experiences.

"Life Timeline" Art Project
Participants create a visual timeline of their life, marking significant events, emotions, and turning points
with drawings, symbols, or small collages. This can help in understanding patterns of behavior, identifying
recurring themes, and reflecting on personal growth and resilience throughout their life journey.

"Strengths and Values" Collage
This activity focuses on identifying and celebrating personal strengths and core values. Participants create a
collage using images and words that represent these aspects of themselves. This can be a powerful tool for
building self-esteem and reinforcing positive self-identity, essential components of DBT's acceptance
pathway.

"Letter to My Past/Future Self" Art Piece
Participants create an artwork that serves as a letter to their past self, offering comfort or advice, or to their
future self, setting intentions or expressing hopes. This can involve a combination of writing, drawing, or
symbolic representation, fostering a sense of continuity and self-compassion across different stages of life.



Implementing DBT Art Therapy Activities
Successfully integrating DBT art therapy activities requires thoughtful planning and a supportive
environment, whether in a therapeutic setting or for personal practice.

Setting Up a Supportive Space
Creating a dedicated space that is calm, organized, and equipped with a variety of art materials is crucial.
Ensure good lighting and comfortable seating. Having a variety of mediums readily available—paints,
markers, colored pencils, clay, collage materials, various papers—allows for flexibility and choice.

Guiding the Creative Process
The role of the facilitator (therapist or self-guide) is to provide structure and gentle prompts, not to dictate
the outcome. Questions like, "What colors are coming up for you right now?" or "How does that feeling
look on the page?" can encourage deeper exploration. It's important to emphasize that there is no "right" or
"wrong" way to create art and to foster a non-judgmental attitude towards the process and the resulting
artwork.

Facilitating Reflection and Discussion
After the art-making activity, dedicating time for reflection is paramount. This can involve verbalizing
observations about the artwork, the process, and any insights gained. Linking the artistic expression back to
specific DBT skills is key. For example, "How did focusing on the texture of the clay help you feel more
present?" or "What did you learn about regulating your anger by painting it?"

Adapting for Different Needs and Settings
DBT art therapy activities can be adapted for individuals, couples, families, and groups, as well as for
various settings like outpatient clinics, inpatient facilities, schools, and private practice. The complexity and
duration of activities can be adjusted based on the age, developmental level, and specific needs of the
participants. For those practicing at home, focusing on simpler, more accessible materials and clear, step-by-
step instructions is beneficial.

Benefits of DBT Art Therapy Activities
The multifaceted nature of DBT art therapy activities yields a wide range of benefits that support overall
mental and emotional well-being.



Enhanced emotional expression and processing.

Increased self-awareness and insight into emotional patterns.

Improved ability to regulate intense emotions.

Development of effective distress tolerance skills.

Strengthened interpersonal relationships and communication.

Cultivation of mindfulness and present moment awareness.

Boosted self-esteem and self-efficacy.

Provided a healthy outlet for stress and anxiety.

Facilitated non-verbal communication of complex experiences.

Promoted creativity and a sense of accomplishment.

Conclusion: Embracing Creativity for Emotional Resilience
DBT art therapy activities offer a profoundly impactful approach to mental health, blending the structured
skill-building of Dialectical Behavior Therapy with the liberating expressive power of art. By translating
abstract DBT concepts into tangible creative expressions, individuals gain practical tools for navigating their
emotional worlds, improving their relationships, and coping with life's challenges. Whether through
mindful doodling, emotion-focused art, or collaborative projects, these activities foster self-awareness,
emotional regulation, and distress tolerance, ultimately building greater emotional resilience. Embracing
DBT art therapy is an empowering journey toward a more balanced, connected, and fulfilling life,
demonstrating that creativity can indeed be a powerful catalyst for healing and personal transformation.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are some popular dbt art therapy activities for managing intense
emotions?
Popular DBT art therapy activities for managing intense emotions include 'Emotional Color Mapping,'



where individuals use colors to represent the intensity and type of their emotions on a canvas or paper.
'Dialectical Mandalas' are also effective, encouraging the integration of opposing feelings within a
symmetrical design. Another trending activity is 'De-escalation Sculptures,' using clay or other malleable
materials to physically release and reshape feelings of distress.

How can dbt art therapy help with distress tolerance skills?
DBT art therapy aids distress tolerance by providing a non-verbal outlet for overwhelming feelings.
Activities like 'Sensory Art Exploration' (e.g., textured collages, finger painting) engage the senses to
ground individuals in the present moment. 'Problem-Solving Visualizations,' where individuals draw or
sculpt potential solutions, can also build confidence and a sense of agency during difficult times.

What are effective dbt art therapy techniques for improving
interpersonal effectiveness?
For interpersonal effectiveness, DBT art therapy can involve 'Relationship Collages,' visually representing
communication patterns and desired interactions. 'Assertiveness Action Figures' can be created to practice
embodying confident communication styles. Furthermore, 'Boundary Drawing' activities help individuals
visualize and strengthen personal boundaries in relationships.

Can dbt art therapy be used for mindfulness and emotion regulation?
Absolutely. DBT art therapy is excellent for mindfulness and emotion regulation. 'Mindful Drawing,'
focusing on the process of mark-making without judgment, enhances present-moment awareness. 'Emotion
Regulation Mood Boards' allow individuals to collect and arrange images and colors that evoke calm or
desired emotional states. 'Gratitude Journals' incorporating visual elements also promote positive emotional
shifts.

What are some accessible dbt art therapy activities that can be done at
home?
Many DBT art therapy activities are accessible at home. 'Emotion Wheels' can be drawn or painted to
explore the nuances of feelings. Simple 'Gratitude Doodles' or 'Self-Soothing Mandalas' using basic art
supplies like pens and paper are great for daily practice. 'Object Personification' of emotions, by drawing
faces or giving personality to everyday objects, can also be a simple yet powerful tool for externalizing and
understanding feelings.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to DBT art therapy activities:



1. _Mindful Art Mandala: Creative Practices for Emotional Regulation_
This book explores the use of mandalas as a tool within art therapy, specifically for individuals practicing
Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT). It details how the creation of circular patterns can promote
mindfulness, grounding, and emotional processing. Readers will find step-by-step instructions and creative
prompts to guide them through the art-making process, fostering acceptance and distress tolerance. The
book emphasizes the visual and tactile nature of mandalas to help manage overwhelming emotions.

2. _The DBT Art Journal: A Companion for Processing Emotions_
This journal offers a unique approach to integrating DBT skills with visual expression. It provides
structured prompts and blank pages for users to engage in art-making as a way to explore core DBT
concepts like mindfulness, distress tolerance, emotion regulation, and interpersonal effectiveness. The book
is designed to be a personal, hands-on resource for individuals to track their emotional journey and practice
their DBT skills creatively. Each section offers creative exercises to solidify understanding and application.

3. _Expressive Arts Therapy for Borderline Personality Disorder: A DBT-Informed Approach_
This title delves into how expressive arts, including visual art, can be powerfully applied within a DBT
framework for individuals diagnosed with Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD). It provides theoretical
underpinnings and practical interventions that connect artistic creation to DBT principles. The book offers
case examples and guidance for therapists and individuals seeking to utilize art as a means of healing and
skill development. It highlights the cathartic and communicative benefits of art in this context.

4. _Coloring Your Chaos: Art Therapy Activities for DBT Skill Building_
This book presents a collection of accessible art activities designed to reinforce DBT skills through the
simple yet profound act of coloring. It offers a variety of coloring pages with themes related to DBT
concepts, such as identifying emotions, practicing mindfulness, and coping with distress. The gentle
engagement of coloring is presented as a low-pressure way to access emotional awareness and build
resilience. It’s an ideal resource for those seeking a tangible way to practice DBT in their daily lives.

5. _Sculpting Serenity: Clay-Based DBT Art Therapy Practices_
This book focuses on the therapeutic potential of working with clay within a DBT framework. It outlines
how the tactile and grounding nature of sculpting can be used to externalize emotions, develop distress
tolerance, and explore self-soothing. The book provides guidance on specific projects and techniques that
align with DBT goals, offering a unique sensory experience for emotional regulation. It encourages a
mindful engagement with the material to foster a sense of calm and control.

6. _Collage Your Calm: A DBT Art Therapy Guide_
This guide explores the use of collage as a dynamic art therapy technique for individuals working with
DBT. It offers creative prompts and strategies for using images, words, and textures to process emotions,
build self-awareness, and practice DBT skills. The book emphasizes how collage can be a powerful tool for
creating personal meaning and developing coping mechanisms. Readers will learn how to visually
represent their DBT journey and construct a sense of inner peace.

7. _Painting Your Path: DBT-Informed Visual Journaling_



This book guides readers through the process of creating a visual journal using painting techniques as a
means to integrate DBT skills. It provides prompts and inspiration for using paint to explore emotions, track
progress, and develop self-compassion. The book highlights how painting can offer a non-verbal outlet for
complex feelings and enhance emotional regulation. It encourages a playful and experimental approach to
art-making for personal growth and healing.

8. _The DBT Art Therapy Toolkit: Essential Activities for Emotional Well-being_
This comprehensive toolkit offers a curated selection of art therapy activities specifically designed to
support DBT practitioners. It includes a variety of visual art techniques, from drawing and painting to
mixed media, all linked to core DBT principles. The book provides clear instructions and reproducible
templates for a range of exercises aimed at enhancing mindfulness, distress tolerance, emotion regulation,
and interpersonal effectiveness. It serves as a practical resource for therapists and individuals alike.

9. _Mandala Magic for DBT: Grounding and Self-Regulation Through Art_
This title focuses specifically on the application of mandalas within a DBT context, emphasizing their power
for grounding and self-regulation. It offers a collection of mandala designs and creative prompts tailored to
the needs of individuals practicing DBT. The book explains how the repetitive and focused nature of
mandala creation can foster mindfulness and distress tolerance. It provides a gentle and accessible way to
engage with emotions and build inner stability through art.
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