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Learning Objectives
Describe intersection between suicidal risk & 
substance use
Assess & help stabilize these patients using a DBT 
informed approach
Describe overlapping functions substance use & 
suicidal behavior

Growing Up 
Linehan & Marlatt

Family Reflections
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G. Alan Marlatt, PhD
Addictions Treatment 
Researcher

1941-2011 Marsha M Linehan, PhD
Suicide Treatment  Researcher
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Poll
Your Stress Lately?
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Breath Exercise

Micro-Interventions?
Brief, evidence-based strategies designed to 
provide immediate support

Topics for Today
Stress Model
DBT Skills: Cold Water, Paced Breathing, Opposite 
Action

Overlapping Behaviors
Suicide, Overdose, Substance Use Disorder and 
Suicidal Behavior are related in numerous ways.

Overlapping Rates
Substance use disorders are related to suicide
Substance use 
disorder category

Odds ratioa Adjusted odds (adjusted for age, gender, poverty 

level, education, Charlson index, psychiatric diagnoses)

OR CIb p-value aOR CI p-value
Alcohol only 15.5 13.1, 18.4 0.001 5.8 4.7, 7.1 0.001
Drug only 11.3 8.8, 14.4 0.001 5.3 3.9, 7.0 0.001
Tobacco only 3.5 3.1, 4.0 0.001 2.0 1.7, 2.3 0.001
Alcohol + drug 21.8 16.2, 29.3 0.001 8.1 5.7, 11.5 0.001
Alcohol + tobacco 19.5 15.8, 24.2 0.001 6.1 4.8, 7.9 0.001
Drug + tobacco 14.1 10.2, 19.6 0.001 5.0 3.4, 7.4 0.001
Alcohol + drug + tobacco 30.7 23.3, 40.6 0.001 11.2 8.0, 15.6 0.001

From: Substance use disorders and risk of suicide in a general US population: a case control study
1.aAll conditional logistic regression models are conditional on site
2.bCI denotes 95% confidence interval

https://ascpjournal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13722-020-0181-1
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Suicidal & 
Substance Use Behavior

Drinking to Cope
Cutting to Cope

Suicidal Thoughts To Cope
Pills to Cope

Ah-Hah Moments

“When I think about it, it’s not so much that 
I want to die or use drugs – it’s that I don’t 
know how to feel better and right now that 
feels unbearable.”
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Stress Model
Marsha Linehan’s Biopsychosocial Theory of 

Emotion Dysregulation (1993)
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Toe Video
Tina Turner Would Shake Her Head

Poll
Toe Poll
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Linehan’s Theory of Emotion Dysregulation

Fire 
Prevention

In a Fire

On Fire

In a Fire
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Linehan’s Theory of Emotion Dysregulation

Withdrawing

A Few Drinks

Acting harshly 
with a Loved One

Not Resting

40/100
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Linehan’s Theory of Emotion Dysregulation

?

?

?
?

? /100
Client Example

Example 1
Baseline à High Stress + Withdrawal
EVENT à Lonely Evening
In a Fire à Boredom + Coping Drinking 
+Emotions Love Themselves
On Fire  à Cognitive Errors + Physiological 
Intensity + Escape Desire

Thinks About Suicide

Example 2
Baseline à High Stress + Pills to Cope
EVENT à Fight
In a Fire à Retreat + Intense Pain
On Fire  à Cognitive Errors + Physiological 
Intensity + Escape Desire + Suicide Thoughts + 
See Pills

Overdose
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Opposite 
Action

Paced Breathing

Cold Water

Opposite Action
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NowMattersNow.org

Video Examples
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1. What’s happening? (se>ng and stress level)
2. What is urge?
3. How did you use DBT Skill?
4. Were you mindful? (bring a@enAon back) 
5. What didn’t happen?
6. Results? (what happened)

DBT Skill Steps

Breakin
g Down DBT Skill

s

Ursula Whiteside ©2021 All Rights Reserved

DBT 6-Step Skill Story

Breakin
g Down DBT Skill

s
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In DBT, there is a group of skills 
called DISTRESS TOLERANCE

Skills for being “On Fire” Emotionally

Fire 
Prevention

In a Fire

On Fire

In a Fire

Ursula Whiteside ©2021 All Rights Reserved
Slide 34

Paced Breathing & 
Cold Water

Two Skills for being “On Fire” Emotionally

Ursula Whiteside ©2021 All Rights Reserved

The Cold-Water and Paced Breathing skills are used 
to tolerate painful events, urges, and emotions 
when you can’t make things better right away.

Being “On Fire” Emotionally
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Use Cold-Water and Paced Breathing skills when…

▪Acting on emotions will make things worse

▪You’re overwhelmed, but need to be skillful

Being “On Fire” Emotionally
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Treat your Vagus Nerve to 

Dampen Emotional Fires FAST

Change Your Physiology

Ursula Whiteside ©2021 All Rights Reserved

Vagus Nerve

Important Concepts

▪10th cranial nerve

▪Rest and digest (parasympathe+c branch of autonomic nervous system)

▪Related to emo4onal well being

Ursula Whiteside ©2021 All Rights Reserved
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Vagal Tone

Important concepts

▪Indicates health of Vagus Nerve (and emo+onal well-being)

▪Higher tone is be>er (but hard to measure)

▪❤Rate Variability (related to inhala+on/exhala+on)

Ursula Whiteside ©2021 All Rights Reserved

Vagus Nerve

Treat Your Vagal Nerve with Cold 
Water and Paced Breathing

Ursula Whiteside ©2021 All Rights Reserved
Slide 47

Cold-Water

Like restarting a computer that’s been on the fritz Cold-Water Video

Up Next
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Cold-
Water

Cold-Water 
Practice

Our Turn

Ursula Whiteside ©2021 All Rights Reserved

Important concepts

▪Vagus Nerve

▪Mammalian Dive Response

▪“Cycle the Power”

Cold-Water (pg 329)
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What To Do

▪Hold breath, put face in bowl of cold water (or hold a cold pack 
or zip-lock bag of cold water on your eyes and cheeks)

▪Hold for 30 seconds 

▪Keep water above 50 degrees

Cold-Water (pg 329)
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Teaching Cold Water

▪ Full face in water (or zip-lock bag with cold water on eyes/upper cheeks)

▪ Describe “dive response”

▪❤ rate slows, blood flow directed to brain & ❤

▪Use for dangerous urges or when about to panic

Cold-Water (pg 330)

Ursula Whiteside ©2021 All Rights Reserved
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🫁 Paced Breathing

Making your exhale longer than your inhale

Paced-Breathing 
Video

Up Next

Paced-Breathing 
Video

Up Next
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Important Concepts

▪Vagus Nerve

▪Exhale longer than inhale, slows

▪Can feel very uncomfortable at first

Paced Breathing (pg 329)
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What to Do

▪Slow pace of inhale and exhale way down 
(on average, 5 to 6 breaths per min)

▪Breathe out more slowly than breathe in
(eg: 5 seconds in, 7 seconds out)

Paced Breathing (pg 329)
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Teaching Paced Breathing

▪ Not “JuSt BReaTHe”, ❤ rate slows on exhale

▪ Breathe deep into belly, lengthen exhale

▪ If panicky, start with shorter breaths and build

Paced Breathing (pg 329)

Ursula Whiteside ©2021 All Rights Reserved

What situations have you been in where 
Cold Water and Paced Breathing would 

have been useful?

Being “On Fire” EmoEonally
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1. What’s happening? (se>ng and stress level)
2. What is urge?
3. How did you use DBT Skill?
4. Were you mindful? (bring a@enAon back) 
5. What didn’t happen?
6. Results? (what happened)

DBT Skill Steps

Breakin
g Down DBT Skill

s
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DBT 6-Step Skill Story

Breakin
g Down DBT Skill

s

Ursula Whiteside ©2021 All Rights Reserved

Opposition Action 

Doing the opposite of what you want to do, 
and doing it all the way

Opposite Action 
Video

Up Next
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Every emotion wants you to do something 

▪Sadness: pull away from a painful world 

▪Fear: run from/avoid what you are scared of

▪Anger: attack

▪Shame: hide from others

Emotion Urges

Ursula Whiteside ©2021 All Rights Reserved

First ques4on you should ask yourself…

Do I want to change my emo/on?

Opposite AcHon  (pg 231 in Linehan, 2015)
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What?
Doing Opposite of what your emotion wants (urge)

Why?
You don’t want to feel the way you do

Does it work?
Yes! But you have to do it all the way!

Opposite Action
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• Being mindful of opposite thoughts and 
unmindful of upse=ng thoughts

• Changing your posture and voice-tone
• Small steps
• A way to feel different

Opposite Action IS

Ursula Whiteside ©2021 All Rights Reserved

• Staying in harmful situations
• Forgiveness
• Shutting down emotions

Opposite Action and other DBT 
Skills are NOT

Ursula Whiteside ©2021 All Rights Reserved

1. What’s happening? (se>ng and stress level)
2. What is urge?
3. How did you use DBT Skill?
4. Were you mindful? (bring a@enAon back) 
5. What didn’t happen?
6. Results? (what happened)

DBT Skill Steps

Ursula Whiteside ©2021 All Rights Reserved

Developing personal stories 
to teach DBT Skills

DBT Skill Storytelling
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DBT 6-Step Skill Story

Ursula Whiteside ©2021 All Rights Reserved
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Free Brief Clinical 
Interventions

NowMattersNow.org

Ursula Whiteside ©2021 All Rights ReservedFree Evidence-Based Resource’’ 

Videos, S
afety P

lan, C
risi

s L
ines

NowMattersNow.org
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DO NOT
Send them to this or other 

intervenKon websites 
without a personal 

introducKon and follow-up
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NowMattersNow.org
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Free Training & Resources

MORE fo
r y

ou and yo
ur p

atients
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FREE COURSES
h"ps://bit.ly/SuicideSafeCare

Suicide Safe Care

https://bit.ly/MicroInterventionsCourse
Micro-Interventions
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On Fire Steps
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Emotional Fire Safety Plan

Google ”tribal practices” for meaning

Ursula Whiteside ©2021 All Rights Reserved

Emotional Fire Safety Plan
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Patient Guide and Documentation Template
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NowMattersNow.org Works

One-Third of Visitors ReporEng Suicidal 
Thoughts Reported Less Intense Suicidal 

Thoughts In Under 10 minutes
This includes people whose rated their 

thoughts as “completely overwhelming”

Ursula Whiteside ©2021 All Rights Reserved

Post-Class Evaluation
You’ll also receive an email
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1. What’s happening? (setting and stress level)
2. What is urge?
3. How did you use DBT Skill?
4. Were you mindful? (bring attention back) 
5. What didn’t happen?
6. Results? (what happened)

DBT 6-Step Skill Story
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Opposite Ac+on

Warm-Up
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When is a time you could have used 
Opposite Action in your own life?

[type in chat box]

Warm-Up

Ursula Whiteside ©2018 All Rights Reserved

Describe how you used Opposite 
Action as you would to give an 

example of a story.
[type in chat box]

Warm-Up
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1. Describe SETTING, just the facts, in 2 sentences:
Example: I worked overtime all week. Friday I 
thought I’d be home by 5. I didn’t walk in the door to 
my family until 6. First thing my partner said was, 
“Where have you been?” and gave you “that” face. 
My stress level was a 8.
[type in chat box]

Warm-Up
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2. State your URGE
Example: I was so frustrated, I had the urge to 
harshly say “Back-off, I don’t need to deal with this” 
and head out to the back porch to escape.
[type in chat box]

Warm-Up
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3. State the OPPOSITE of your urge
Example: To say, “Listen, I love you. I wish I had been 
home at 5 to be with you. I’m sorry I didn’t message 
you. I’m so stressed that I wasn’t thinking clearly. I 
hope I can make it up to you.”
[type in chat box]

Warm-Up
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4. Describe what ALL THE WAY would look like
Example: I’d want to say it gently. I’d need to take a 
breath and pracAce being present. I’d want to make 
sure my voice tone was even and that my body 
posture was open and that I made eye contact. I’d 
want to keep reminding myself to do this.
[type in chat box]

Warm-Up
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5. Describe what WOULD HAVE HAPPENED 
without Opposite Action

Example: I might have felt temporary relief and gone 
off to be by myself. But, it would have contributed to 
a distance between us for a period, possibly more 
than just that evening. 

Warm-Up
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6. State WHAT HAPPENED with Opposite AcZon
Example: My partner said, “I understand, but I’m sAll 
not happy.” I asked if I could give them a hug. I asked 
if they would be gentle with me this evening. They 
said yes. My stress level was a 5.
[type in chat box]

Warm-Up

Oso

aka Jaunty Lived Experience Advisors
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Storytelling
Social Modeling and Al Bandura (1969)
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Storytelling
The “Hero’s Journey” 


