
Understanding Behavior Chain Analysis

Behavior Chain Analysis (or simply Chain Analysis) is a core DBT tool used to
understand the factors leading up to and following a specific behavior, especially a
problematic one (like self-harm, aggression, substance use, or even less intense but
ineffective behaviors like yelling or withdrawing). It helps identify the chain of events,
thoughts, feelings, and sensations that link together, allowing us to find points where
different choices or skills could have been used.

It's not about blame, but about understanding and learning to prevent future
occurrences or reduce their intensity.



Why Use Chain Analysis?

Identify Triggers: Pinpoint the specific internal or external events that set the
behavior chain in motion.

Understand Vulnerabilities: Recognize background factors (like poor sleep,
illness, recent stress) that made the person more susceptible to the trigger.

Map the Sequence: See the step-by-step links between thoughts, feelings, body
sensations, and actions.

Identify Consequences: Understand what happened immediately after the
behavior (both positive and negative consequences, intended and unintended)
that might reinforce it.

Find Solutions: Identify specific points in the chain where DBT skills could have
been used effectively to break the chain or lead to a different outcome.

Develop Prevention Plans: Create strategies to manage triggers, reduce
vulnerabilities, and use skills earlier next time.

Steps of a Basic Chain Analysis

Work through these steps collaboratively with a youth (or use them for self-reflection)
after everyone is calm and regulated (usually in the "Return to Baseline" phase).

1. Describe the specific PROBLEM BEHAVIOR:

Be very precise and objective. What exactly did the person do? (e.g., "Yelled
at staff and slammed the door," not "Had a meltdown").

When and where did it happen?

What was the intensity?

2. Describe the PROMPTING EVENT:

What happened right before the urge for the problem behavior started?
What triggered it?

This could be something external (e.g., a peer's comment, receiving bad
news) or internal (e.g., a specific thought, feeling, or memory).

3. Describe VULNERABILITY FACTORS:



What was going on in the background (hours or days before) that made the
person more vulnerable to the prompting event?

Think PLEASE skills: Physical illness? Poor Eating? Mood-Altering
Substances? Poor Sleep? Lack of Exercise?

Other stressors? Recent arguments? Feeling overwhelmed?

4. Describe the CHAIN OF EVENTS (Links in the Chain):

This is the core of the analysis. Map out the sequence of events that linked
the prompting event to the problem behavior. Go step-by-step.

Include: Thoughts, Feelings, Body Sensations, Actions/Urges.

Example Link: "Prompting Event -> Felt angry (Feeling) -> Thought 'This
isn't fair!' (Thought) -> Stomach clenched (Body Sensation) -> Urge to yell
(Urge) -> Yelled at staff (Action/Problem Behavior)"

Keep asking "What happened next?" for each link.

5. Describe the CONSEQUENCES:

What happened immediately after the problem behavior?

Consider consequences for the person, for others, for the environment.

Include both positive/desired consequences (e.g., felt temporary relief, got
attention) and negative/undesired consequences (e.g., lost privileges,
damaged relationship, felt ashamed later).

Understanding consequences helps see what might be reinforcing the
behavior, even unintentionally.

6. Develop SOLUTION STRATEGIES:

Go back through the chain. Where could things have gone differently?

Skillful Behavior: What more effective behavior could have been used
instead of the problem behavior?

Skill Use: Where could specific DBT skills have been used? (e.g., "Could
have used STOP skill here," "Could have used Check the Facts here," "Could
have used DEAR MAN here").

Problem Solving: How could the prompting event have been handled
differently?



7. Develop a PREVENTION PLAN:

How can vulnerability factors be reduced in the future? (e.g., focus on
PLEASE skills).

How can the prompting event be avoided or managed differently if it occurs
again?

What skills need to be practiced?

8. Repair (If Needed):

What needs to be done to repair any damage caused by the problem
behavior? (e.g., Apologize, fix something broken, talk with the person
affected).

Coaching Chain Analysis:

Be Collaborative: It's a joint exploration, not an interrogation.

Be Non-judgmental: Focus on understanding, not blaming.

Validate: Acknowledge how feelings/thoughts/urges make sense in the chain,
even if the behavior was ineffective.

Be Patient: It can take time to uncover the links.

Focus on Learning: Emphasize that the goal is to learn and do better next time.

Keep it Simple: Especially initially, focus on the main links rather than every tiny
detail.

Chain Analysis is a powerful tool for increasing self-awareness and promoting
behavioral change when used consistently and skillfully.


