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Close BannerThis ad is displayed using third party content and we do not control its accessibility features.Personal GrowthContributing Sex & Relationships EditorBy Kelly GonsalvesContributing Sex & Relationships EditorKelly Gonsalves is a sex educator, relationship coach, and journalist. She received her journalism degree from Northwestern
University, and her writings on sex, relationships, identity, and wellness have appeared at The Cut, Vice, Teen Vogue, Cosmopolitan, and elsewhere.Expert review byKristina Hallett, Ph.D., ABPPBoard-certified Clinical PsychologistKristina Hallett, Ph.D., ABPP is a board-certified clinical psychologist with a background in neuroscience. She is also the
Director of Clinical Training at Bay Path University, and an associate professor in Graduate Psychology.Sometimes when life gets hard, our minds do a funny thing. Instead of facing the challenge head-on, we subconsciously twist our internal story of what's happening into something different. Something that's more palatable, or something that feels
more within our control.In psychology, these mental gymnastics are known as defense mechanisms.What are defense mechanisms? Defense mechanisms are unconscious behaviors or psychological strategies people use to avoid experiencing anxiety, discomfort, or threats to the ego. Common examples of defense mechanisms include denial,
projection, rationalization, and suppression, among many others.People are typically not aware when they're using these self-protective methods, according to couples' therapist Alicia Mufioz, LPC. "Because they're survival adaptations, it would be misguided to say defense mechanisms are bad, wrong, or unhealthy," she adds. "At the same time, they
tend to block our awareness of our true underlying experiences, create tension in our bodies, and make it harder for us to be truly intimate and vulnerable with others."The concept of defense mechanisms stems from Sigmund Freud's psychoanalytic theory and was developed in detail by his daughter Anna Freud, who in 1937 published her book The
Ego and the Mechanisms of Defence describing 10 main defense mechanisms. Today, the concept continues to be an important partl of how many psychologists and mental health professionals understand how to best support the people they work with, with the goal being to help them develop more self-awareness and healthier ways of coping with
stressful situations.The psychology behind defense mechanisms starts with Sigmund Freud's psychoanalytic theory, which holds that an individual's personality has three components: the id, the ego, and the superego. The id is the primal part of ourselves that seeks to fulfill our most basic desires and impulses, whereas the superego is the part of
ourselves concerned with upholding morality and social norms. The ego is the realistic part of ourselves that attempts to satisfy, moderate, and balance the needs of the id, the superego, and reality.In the Freudian psychological framework, defense mechanisms are actually ego defenses—methods used by the ego to protect against the anxiety of
dealing with the competing, often incompatible demands of the id and the superego. When situations arise where the id, superego, and reality are in conflict with one another, the ego attempts to protect itself from the resulting discomfort by using these defense mechanisms.As one 2015 study?2 puts it, defense mechanisms are used "in order to
maintain mental homeostasis and protect the conscious mind from the effects of such conflicts." In essence, the subconscious mind attempts to protect the conscious mind from being aware of the uncomfortable feelings so the individual can continue to move through the world "normally" with as little disruption as possible.There are different types of
defense mechanismsl, ranging from primitive and neurotic to mature and adaptive. The healthier end of the spectrum might be more accurately described as positive coping strategies, whereas the other end of the spectrum represents emotional dysregulation, dysfunctional self-protective behaviors, and high internal conflict. (The latter is more
typically what people are referring to when they use the term "defense mechanism.")Here are some examples of defense mechanisms and how they're used in action:Projecting is taking a negative quality about yourself and attributing it to someone else. For example, a person who is a spendthrift constantly accusing their partner of being
irresponsible with money, or a person with insecurities about their body projecting that onto others by making critical comments about their bodies."Projection is one of those relationship experiences that can make you feel crazy," relationship counselor Margaret Paul, Ph.D., writes for mbg. She notes that it can also happen in parent-child
relationships: "Maybe your parents called you selfish, irresponsible, or crazy or told you to stop being angry when they were the ones being selfish, irresponsible, off-Kilter, or getting angry."Displacement is another way of redirecting your feelings away from the correct target. In this case, a person transfers their emotional reaction from one thing
onto another, such as when a person is having an ongoing conflict at home and takes out their frustrations on their coworkers, or vice versa.Someone is in denial when they refuse to accept reality or acknowledge the facts of a situation, such as when a person refuses to acknowledge their partner is cheating on them despite catching them in the act,
or when a woman in a toxic relationship continues to act like there's nothing wrong with how her partner treats her.Repression is a defense mechanism wherein the subconscious mind blocks out unpleased feelings, events, or memories, such as when a trauma survivor cannot remember the actual details of what happened to them despite the fact that
they were conscious when it was occurring. They have repressed those memories in order to cope with the trauma. (That said, sometimes certain triggers can cause the repressed memory to resurface, which can sometimes be therapeutic if done in a safe setting with a therapist but potentially retraumatizing in other contexts.)Suppression is similar
to repression, except that it's done more consciously. A person may choose to suppress difficult memories, ideas, or feelings by trying to push these thoughts out of their mind.According to psychotherapist Emily Roberts, LPC, one of the most common ways this defense mechanism gets deployed is when people try to suppress their emotions to avoid
having to deal with them. But it tends to be a double-edged sword: "We've learned how to push discomfort away, but even when we do, it always stays—and grows," she writes at mbg. "When we avoid our emotions, we're actually making them stronger. This can create many maladies in the body and in the mind, causing a myriad of health
issues3."Regression is a defense mechanism wherein a person will revert to an earlier developmental stage when faced with certain types of stressful situations, such as a person who starts sulking childishly in the face of rejection or when an adult reenacts teenage behavior around their controlling parents."These dynamics may feel comfortable,
even if in reality they're anything but," social psychologist Jennifer Goldman-Wetzler, Ph.D., recently told mbg. "You can slide back into these very familiar patterns of interaction without even realizing it."Rationalization can take many forms, but it refers to when we try to justify unacceptable behavior using logic or reason rather than acknowledging
the true, emotional, and potentially negative truths behind why we did what we did. For example, a guy who cheated on his partner might try to justify his actions by saying he was drunk so it "shouldn't count," or he might point to the fact that he and his partner don't have sex that regularly to justify why he sought sex elsewhere behind her
back.Intellectualization is a defense mechanism wherein you overly focus on the intellectual aspects of an issue to avoid dealing with the emotional parts of it. "A cognitive defense mechanism might be talking intellectually about the cycle of life and death, how nobody escapes it, and how everybody grows old and dies when someone has just asked
you how you feel about someone you love passing away," says Munoz.Reaction formation refers to when a person replaces their initial reaction toward a situation with the opposite feelings or behavior, in an attempt to hide how they really feel. For example, someone might be overly nice to someone who they secretly dislike, or a person might laugh
when they're uncomfortable or breaking down inside.Or take the example of a person with a superiority complex: "Superiority complexes usually are defense mechanisms that come from deep personal insecurities, shame, and feelings of being inadequate in some way," licensed mental health counselor Hailey Shafir, M.Ed., LCMHCS, LCAS, CCS,
previously told mbg. "Because shame is such a distressing and uncomfortable emotion, a person may use their defenses to hide these feelings from others, deny them in themselves, and avoid having to experience them."Another example may be stonewalling: Rather than acknowledging how activated and upset they are, a person may shut down
during a conflict and become nonresponsive or dismissive.Sublimation is the channeling of one's emotions or urges into something more useful or safe, such as a person leaning into sports as a way to release stress and aggression or someone who transmutes sexual energy into fuel for creative projects. This can actually be a healthy coping
mechanism when deployed consciously.Sometimes we compartmentalize—i.e., separate into categories—different parts of our life in order to avoid emotions or need from one area of our life from conflicting with or disrupting other areas of our life. For example, oftentimes people compartmentalize family stress or anxiety about larger global issues
while they're at work, setting aside those feelings completely during their work hours so they're able to function well enough to perform their job duties.Sometimes we use distractions as a defense mechanism—such as when we fall into an endless social media scrolling to distract from the stress of our daily lives. Another example might be spending
two hours shopping on the internet when you're feeling lonely or ashamed, says Mufioz.Dissociation is essentially "spacing out" or "checking out" mentally from the situation you're in. People might dissociate when dealing with a stressful or traumatic situation to avoid having to feel the pain associated with it.A person may try to "undo," backtrack, or
otherwise make up for their thoughts, feelings, or behaviors as a defense mechanism, such as when a person prefaces a strong opinion with a disclaimer that essentially nullifies what they're about to say, or when a person focuses on doing nice things for a person they hurt in an attempt to assuage their own guilt.Passive-aggressive behavior, in
addition to being an unhealthy way of communicating our feelings in relationships, is also a defense mechanism. "Being passive-aggressive means that you avoid direct confrontation by using less direct forms of communication to express negative emotions," marriage therapist Weena Cullins, LCMFT, writes at mbg. People use passive-aggressive
behavior because they're uncomfortable with being honest about how they feel, whether because they're generally uncomfortable with their emotions or because they expect the other person won't be receptive to their true feelings.Yes, even humor can be used as a defense mechanism, such as when people make jokes about a traumatic or tragic
event to avoid having to feel the pain or sadness associated with it. The character Chandler Bing on Friends is a classic example of someone using humor as a way to deflect from his anxiety, insecurities, and general day-to-day miseries.Acting out is a very basic defense mechanism: To avoid naming or acknowledging negative emotions, a person may
instead "act them out," such as a person who starts yelling and screaming during an argument instead of directly saying that they're angry or upset. Another example might be a person who resorts to impulsive, reckless, or otherwise problematic behaviors to distract themselves from feeling their difficult emotions.A person may choose to avoid
people, places, or experiences that are associated with negative feelings as a way to avoid having to deal with them head-on. For example, a person with abandonment issues might avoid relationships completely so they don't need to deal with the fear or sadness of getting abandoned. This is common behavior among those with an avoidant
attachment style.Conversion is actually a psychosomatic defense mechanism, wherein a person develops physical conditions or sensory issues to cope with emotional distress. An example might be someone who witnesses a tragedy but failed to say something to stop it from happening in the moment; unable to cope with the guilt, the person develops
a physical inability to speak at all. This response is also known as conversion disorder, and it appears in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, though research on it is still ongoing4.Identification, also known as introjection, is when a person unconsciously adopts or reproduces the feelings or behavior they see in other people. "It
occurs as a normal part of development, such as a child taking on parental values and attitudes," licensed psychoanalyst Jordan Dann, MFA, LP, CIRT, writes at mbg. "However, it can also be a defense mechanism, and in many instances, introjection creates unconscious behavior, rigidity, anxiety, fixedness, and suffering."A person may focus on
excelling in one area of their life in order to distract from the areas in which they feel they're lacking. For example, a woman who feels she's failing in her romantic life may compensate by becoming hyper-focused on professional achievement, or a man who's insecure about his body may try to compensate by becoming rich and flaunting his
wealth.This refers to when a person talks about events and experiences always focusing on the facts of what happened while avoiding, ignoring, or otherwise leaving out any of the emotions associated. For example, a woman might focus on describing the events and logistics of her divorce whenever she talks about it without ever bringing up how it
felt for her emotionally.Altruism can sometimes be used as a defense mechanism, and it can even be a healthy coping strategy in some situations. For example, a person who is depressed might find it rewarding to support other people living with depression, and it might even personally help that person with their own mental health.As another
example of a defense mechanism on the healthier side of the spectrum, a person who is headed into a potentially stressful situation might try to think ahead and anticipate what emotional troubles they might encounter, so that they can plan how to deal with them in the moment. As long as this is done without rumination—i.e., overthinking about
what's to come—this can be a healthy type of coping mechanism.Why people use defense mechanisms. People use defense mechanisms to protect themselves from unwanted or difficult feelings, says Mufoz, though especially with the less healthy methods, it's usually not a conscious decision. "We're mostly unaware that we're using defense
mechanisms," she explains. "They tend to be unconscious, at least until we put in the effort to become more aware of them."According to Muflioz, most of our defense mechanisms are usually learned in childhood. "Defense mechanisms are a huge part of what has helped us survive difficult or overwhelming physical, emotional, and psychological
experiences as we've moved through childhood and adolescence into adulthood," she explains.Despite helping us move through difficult experiences in the past, Mufioz notes that many of our defense mechanisms can contribute to relationship issues, emotional issues, and even physical ones, wherein we may be experiencing symptoms of anxiety or
stress but not realize it. "Many of our somatic complaints and interpersonal problems can be traced to our defense mechanisms," she explains.Recognizing your defense mechanisms. Often our defense mechanisms keep us from fully understanding ourselves and from dealing with difficult situations in ways that are healthy and truly healing. And as
Muiioz points out, the disconnect between what we're acknowledging and what we're actually experiencing can create feelings of tension, both emotionally and physically, that may cause even more discomfort than if we actually faced those feelings head-on.Instead, Mufioz recommends taking the time to understand your defense mechanisms and
how they are or aren't serving you. "It can be helpful to work with a professional who can help us increase our awareness of our defenses," she suggests. "The more aware you become of your defenses, the more you have a choice to do something else rather than unconsciously using them."She offers some examples: "If you're a woman who cries
instead of connecting with her anger, for example, you can begin to practice experiencing your anger directly and learning to be more assertive. If you're a man who realizes that you tend to blanket your grief and other emotions with anger, you can learn to make room for a range of feelings and be vulnerable to this experience. In both of these
examples, reducing your reflexive use of a defense can help you understand yourself better and forge safer, more trusting, intimate relationships."How to respond to someone using a defense mechanism. It's not always appropriate to call people out on their defense mechanisms, according to Mufioz—it depends on your relationship."Pointing out
people's defenses without their permission is a subtle boundary violation," she notes. It can feel very vulnerable and even shattering to have someone name out loud something that you're trying very hard to keep withheld. It can also feel condescending to have someone "psychoanalyze" you when you haven't yourself invited them to unpack and
process with you."That said, there may be certain situations where you may need to call out someone's defense," she says. "If someone unfairly accuses you of being angry (for example), it may be appropriate to say, 'Listen, I think there's something else going on here. Is it possible that you're the one who's angry, and you're projecting your anger onto
me?'"(Here's more on how to deal with a defensive partner.)Learning to recognize our defense mechanisms can be an eye-opening, humbling, and even frightening process. These subconscious behaviors have often kept us safe from difficult situations throughout the years, and so giving them up can be a scary task. But the more we can truly
understand ourselves and our feelings, the easier it will be to know what we need to do to truly and fully care for ourselves.This ad is displayed using third party content and we do not control its accessibility features. Defense mechanisms are mental, emotional, or physical actions that protect us from feeling or expressing unwanted feelings. These
defenses may be healthy and adaptive but also maladaptive at times. If they lead to excessive denial, repression, projection, etc. It’s important to know what your defense mechanisms are and how they affect you in order to make the best decisions.What Are Defense Mechanisms?Defense mechanisms are psychological strategies that we use to protect
ourselves from anxiety-provoking thoughts, feelings, or memories. They can be very helpful in minimizing distress. But they can also get in the way of our relationships and interfere with our ability to achieve our goals. Some common defense mechanisms include denial, repression, projection, and dissociation.Defense mechanisms are generally
classified as “healthy” or “unhealthy” depending on whether they meet the four following criteria:Whether they help to avoid conflict and shameWhether they help to achieve goalsHow much reality they distortThe extent to which they damage interpersonal relationships and hinder psychological growthSome Common Defense MechanismsThere are
many different types of defense mechanisms, but some of the most common ones are denial, rationalization, and projection. Denial is when you refuse to believe a fact even though the evidence is staring you in the face. Rationalization is when you try to explain away unacceptable behavior or thoughts. And projection is when you attribute your own
unacceptable thoughts, feelings, or impulses to other people.Some other types of defense mechanisms areDisplacementReaction formationRepression/suppressionUndoingIdentification with the aggressorPassive-aggressive behaviorSelf-handicappingIntellectualizationSublimationDefense mechanisms are a way for us to protect ourselves from
uncomfortable thoughts or feelings that may come up in life.I believe that the best defense mechanism is to be open and honest with people. I think that if you can share what’s going on inside of your head with somebody, you're less likely to subject yourself to unhealthy amounts of stress in order to keep it bottled up.Healthy Defense MechanismA
healthy defense mechanism is one that allows you to protect yourself without causing harm to your relationships with others. It is based on reality, and it helps you to cope with difficult situations in a healthy way. One example of a healthy defense mechanism is displacement. It is when you redirect your feelings or impulses onto someone or
something else. For example, if you are angry at your boss but can’t express those feelings because it would be inappropriate. You might take out your anger on your partner instead.An example of a healthy defense mechanism might be that of humor. When you are feeling attacked by someone, laughing at their attempt to hurt you can help you avoid
conflict and shame. It may also elevate your status over the person who has attacked you. However, it does not distort reality very much, nor does it damage interpersonal relationships. An example of an unhealthy defense mechanism might be that of self-handicapping, where you purposely sabotage your efforts so that you can’t fail or
succeed.Unhealthy Defense MechanismsThere are many common unhealthy defense mechanisms and below we will briefly discuss some of them:ProjectionWhen people are projecting, they are attributing their own unacceptable thoughts, feelings, or impulses to other people. For example, someone who is angry at his mother might accuse her of
being an alcoholic without any evidence for this claim.Projection becomes unhealthy when you blame the wrong person. Projection can also cause us to have unrealistic expectations. Because we perceive other people to be more evil or selfish than they actually are.DenialWhen you use denial, you refuse to believe a fact even though the evidence is
staring you in the face. One example might be someone who becomes angry with a friend for canceling plans but does not admit that she was hurt by her friend’s change of plans. This is different from lying because, in order to lie, you have to know the truth about what happened.Denial can become unhealthy when you are in denial for too long. Or if
someone else has to make you face reality or admit an obvious truth about your beliefs or behavior. For example, it would be unhealthy for a husband to deny for a long time that he is having an affair. Denial and rationalization become unhealthy when you use them to fix problems in your life for too long. Or when you try to convince yourself that
another person’s harmful or hurtful behavior was OK.RationalizationAnother type of defense mechanism is rationalization, which involves explaining away unacceptable behavior or thoughts. For example, someone might have gotten into a big fight right before going to a dinner party. So they go even though they haven’t patched things up with their
friend yet. They might tell themselves that the friend will probably not even notice if they don’t say anything to him all night. Rather than admit that they are having fun with their friends and enjoying the dinner party.Rationalization is mostly associated with justifications for our own behavior or actions such as blaming external factors for mistakes.
But it can also involve justifying the behavior or actions of others. For example, we might tell ourselves that our friends would not be acting like they were if they did not have good intentions. Even though it is clear to us that their rude behavior could harm someone else.Projection, denial, and rationalization are three very common types of unhealthy
defense mechanisms. The next time you find yourself feeling uncomfortable about your own thoughts or behaviors, take a step back and see if you can identify the underlying reason for your feelings. Are you projecting? Denying? Making excuses for yourself or someone else? These are all warning signs that your defense mechanisms are becoming
unhealthy.How To Deal With Harmful Defense Mechanisms?If you find that you are using defense mechanisms that are harmful, such as denial, rationalization, or projection, there are a few things you can do to deal with them.First, it’s important to be aware of what you're doing and why. Once you have identified the defense mechanism you are
using, you might want to make a concerted effort to stop.You can also try talking to someone close about what’s going on inside your head or you can talk with a therapist. Sometimes, it’s hard to break the habit of using defense mechanisms, so it may be helpful for you to tell yourself that you are allowed to use them at times, but not all the time.If
denied long enough, these feelings build up and cause serious problems in relationships - romantic, family, friendship, etc. If confronted on the subject people who do this will say they don’t know what you're talking about or just blow you off completely rather than face the issue & work through it together.Talk To Someonelf you find that your
defense mechanisms are having a negative impact on your life, it might be helpful for you to talk about the subject with somebody else. The next time somebody close to you calls you out on something or confronts you about how your behavior is affecting them, try being honest with them rather than getting defensive. A good thing to do would be to
identify your defense mechanism and explain why it’s beneficial for you in this situation. As long as the other person has opened up with you about their feelings, it should not be hard for you to do likewise.Talking To A TherapistAnother option that may help if high levels of stress have led you to use unhealthy defense mechanisms is talking to a
therapist. They can let you know what type of defense mechanisms are common for people in your situation. If you're not sure where to start, try checking out online reviews or asking around to see if anybody you know has had a good experience with a certain therapist.Having An Open Relationship With OthersWhen it comes down to it, the best way
to deal with your defenses is open and honest communication with people who are close to you. This reduces stress by letting out feelings that might otherwise build up inside you without getting any release whatsoever. When somebody close tells you what’s going on inside their head, don’t be afraid to do likewise! You'll find that being open and
honest can strengthen relationships rather than tear them apart.I think that the best defense mechanism is to be open and honest with people. I think that if you can share what’s going on inside of your head with somebody, you’'re less likely to subject yourself to unhealthy amounts of stress in order to keep it bottled up. It may be helpful for you to
tell yourself that you are allowed to use defense mechanisms at times, but not all the time. Just remember that there is nothing wrong with using them every once in a while, but when they become a habit rather than just a means of coping then it might be time for some self-reflection so as not to let them get the best of you!Defense Mechanism
TestThis test was created by Anna Freud (the daughter of Sigmund Freud) in 1936. It was created with the intent of diagnosing members of her father’s (Sigmund Freud) psychiatric patients. The defense mechanisms were categorized by Anna and Sigmund, and this test reflects their view on how normal behavior is affected by different defense
mechanisms.You can take the defense mechanism test here:This test is a great way to open up communication with someone. The next time somebody confronts you or calls you out for something that’s bothering them, try taking the defense mechanism test first before getting defensive. This could help keep an argument from getting too out of hand
because you’ll know what your usual reaction to confrontation happens to be!Choose one of the following: Never/Rarely/Sometimes/Often/Always -Repression: “You tend to ignore upsetting thoughts, feelings, memories, and impulses.” Repression could cause someone to become withdrawn and introverted. It may also cause a general ignorance of
one’s emotional state, leading to people getting taken advantage of due to their lack of awareness.RepressionThe Repression Defense Mechanism is when you ignore your own thoughts and emotions.Intellectualization is the opposite of Repression where you think in ways that avoid issues with a lot of thinking or talking but without feeling or
emotion.Intellectualization is the defense mechanism when you only focus on the facts and less on how you feel about them because it’s too hard to deal with feelings so they are ignored rather than thought about.For example, when someone dies instead of focusing on their emotions about the death you focus on facts like “They were 92 years old” or
“Their funeral will be on Wednesday.”IntellectualizationDenial: “You tend to refuse to admit that things are as bad as they seem.” Denial could cause someone to ignore problems in their life, even serious ones. If this defense mechanism is being used by a child, it can lead them toward running away from home at an early age. It may also contribute to
substance abuse. Since people don’t want to face how badly they need help for their problem.DenialThe Denial Defense Mechanism is when you ignore your problems and reality.Reaction Formation: “You don’t feel like taking it out on someone who's really pissing you off, so you take it out on someone else who has nothing to do with the situation”.
This could make a person very hostile towards others even when they aren’t angry (like punching somebody in the face for no reason). It may also cause an excessive need to please people and become excessively emotional.Reaction FormationThe Reaction Formation Defense Mechanism is when you act the opposite of how you actually feel because
it’s too hard or too uncomfortable to express yourself.Displacement: “Your anger doesn’t have a true target, so you pick on someone who is easier to take it out on.” This could cause verbal abuse toward people who don’t deserve it. It may also cause physical violence, such as throwing books or punching walls because the person isn’t mad at the right
person.DisplacementThe Displacement Defense Mechanism is when you express your anger towards something that doesn’t make sense or isn’t the reason why you are really angry about something.Projection: “You attribute to others traits that actually describe yourself.” Projection could cause a person to accuse other people of having faults when
they are in fact seeing their faults in them. For example, if a person is being hypocritical they may think someone else is being hypocritical. It could also cause a lack of accountability as well since the person doesn’t have to take responsibility for their own actions because it’s easier to blame other people instead.ProjectionThe Projection Defense
Mechanism is when you believe that other people have faults and you are innocent but in reality. It’s actually the exact opposite.Introjection: “You see yourself as your parents want you to be, not as who you really are”. Introjection could make a person very dependent on others or even become critical towards themselves. This defense mechanism
could lead someone to feel inferior and sabotage their own goals. For example, the person could have a dream to sing professionally but then decide they don’t have what it takes even though they really do. Introjection: Never/Rarely/Sometimes/Often/AlwaysThe Introjection Defense Mechanism is when you imitate your parents or other authority
figures because you want to be like them or think that is how you are supposed to behave.What If Your Defenses Are Harming Someone?If you think your defenses are harming someone else, here are some tips:1. Consult With A Therapist Talk to a therapist or counselor about your defenses. They can help you understand why you use them and how
they might be harming others.2. Be Aware Of Your DefensesTry to be aware of when your defenses are kicking in. Notice what triggers them and try to find healthier ways to cope with those triggers. Make sure that your defenses are not harming yourself as well as others. For example, if you're constantly withdrawing from relationships, that may be
harmful to both you and the people around you. Be honest with yourself and others about how your defenses are affecting them. If someone has expressed concern about how your defenses are harming them, you should take that seriously.3. Talk Talk with others about your defenses in a nonjudgmental way. For example, if you are aware of
withdrawing from relationships as a defense mechanism. Then be open to talking through how it might be harmful to others. If you recognize that your defenses are hurting yourself or others, try not to beat yourself up over it. Also just make an effort to change your behavior.4. Find OpportunitiesLook for opportunities to practice developing healthier
coping skills and forms of communication. For example, if you're used to withdrawing from social situations when you feel anxious or stressed, look for opportunities where that would work against you (like having difficult conversations). Then think of ways that would work instead (like taking deep breaths or asking for help).5. Develop StrengthsTry
to develop your strengths and resilience so that you have the inner resources to not use these harmful defenses. For example, if you are emotionally sensitive, try to learn coping skills like meditation, mindfulness practices, or lovingkindness (metta) meditation. If you feel overwhelmed by stress in relationships, look for ways to take better care of your
own needs; find time alone; do things that give you pleasure; etc.6. Keep TryingAbove all else, keep trying! Through practice and the cultivation of new habits, it is possible to break old patterns. As one Buddhist nun once told me when I asked her how she meditated for hours every day, sometimes with great difficulty. “This path is a path of joy, but it
is a difficult one. It requires a lot of hard work and many disappointments along the way. But there’s nothing else I'd rather be doing.”By talking to a therapist or counselor, being aware of when they’re kicking in, making sure they’re not harming yourself and others and being honest with yourself and others. You can also try to practice developing
healthier coping skills and forms of communication.How To Keep Track Of Your Defenses?Keeping track of your own defenses is an important part of managing them. How can you do that? By talking to a therapist or counselor, being aware of when they’re kicking in, making sure they’'re not harming yourself and others and being honest with yourself
and others. You should also try to practice developing healthier coping skills and forms of communication. If you find that examining the factors that trigger certain defenses is helpful. Then you can also try keeping a journal that tracks your triggers.Conclusionl hope you’ve enjoyed this article and learned a few new things about how your brain
works. Understanding the defense mechanisms we use to protect ourselves from anxiety, fear, shame, and sadness can help us understand our behaviors more clearly. It is key for building rapport with prospects or customers. I would be happy to answer any questions you may have in the comments section below.A Word From Therapy MantraYour
mental health — Your psychological, emotional, and social well-being — has an impact on every aspect of your life. Positive mental health essentially allows you to effectively deal with life’s everyday challenges.At TherapyMantra, we have a team of therapists who provide affordable online therapy to assist you with issues such

as depression, anxiety, stress, workplace Issues, addiction, relationship, OCD, LGBTQ, and PTSD. You can book a free therapy or download our free Android or iOS app. In our last article, Defense Mechanisms: Psychological Techniques We Use to Cope With Anxieties, we looked at the way in which the psyche deals with unconscious anxieties. We
identified a number of common defense mechanisms which we often use without even realising, in order to avoid the anxiety caused by unreasonable impulses originating in the id and the resulting guilt which the super ego’s moral conscience applies in reaction to these feelings.Ego Defense Mechanisms Whilst defense mechanisms such as
repression, sublimation and identification with an aggressor can often be identified, there are also numerous other mechanisms that have been identified since Sigmund Freud first noted them more than a century ago. Let’s take a look at some common and less well known defense mechanisms that a person might deploy, along with some examples of
how the mind might use them: Acceptance Acceptance of a situation that has been causing anxiety is one technique that we might use to live with an undesirable circumstances or feelings. For instance, someone may acknowledge that they have behaved unreasonably towards their father owing to an Oedipus Complex, or accept their new
circumstances after separating from a partner. Acting Out When the id component of the human psyche signals the desire to act on an impulse, the ego and super ego will often counteract it if they feel that that behavior would be counterproductive or immoral. A person may want to curse after falling over in a busy street, but the ego, perceiving this
as contradicting social etiquette, will often lead to them holding back on the expletives. On some occasions, however, we may not be able to balance the impulses of the id and will defend the ego by simply acting out the irrational desires. For example a person might “act out” by theatrically storming out of a stressful meeting when they would
otherwise stay calm and hide their unease. Anticipation The anticipation of a potentially stressful event is one way a person might mentally prepare for it. Anticipation might involve rehearsing possible outcomes in one’s mind or telling oneself that will not be as bad as they imagine. A person with a phobia of dentists might anticipate an appointment
to have a tooth filling by telling themselves that the procedure will be over in just a few minutes, and reminding themselves that they have had one previously without any problems. Altruism An act of goodwill towards another person, known as altruistic behavior, can be used as a way of diffusing a potentially anxious situation. Altruism may be used
as a defence mechanism, for example, by being particularly helpful to a person who we feel might dislike us or neutralising an argument with kind words and positivity. Avoidance When a perceived situation creates anxiety, one convenient option is sometimes to avoid it. Although avoidance can provide an escape from a particular event, it neglects to
deal with the cause of the anxiety. For example, a person might know that they are are due to give a stressful presentations to colleagues at work, and take a sick day in order to avoid giving it. Avoidance in this situation might be only a short term option, however, if the presentation is rescheduled to another day. Someone may also avoid thinking
about something which causes anxiety, preferring to leave it unresolved instead of confronting it. Conversion Conversion is a defence mechanism whereby the anxiety caused by repressed impulses and feelings are ‘converted’ into a physical complaint such as a cough or feelings of paralysis. Freud observed this physical manifestation of anxieties in
clients such as Dora, who complained of a cough, losing her voice and feelings resembling appendicitis. Upon investigation, Freud attributed her cough to fixation during the oral stage of psychosexual development, and linked her appendicitis to a “childbirth fantasy”. Denial The self denial of one’s feelings or previous actions is one defence
mechanism to avoid damage to the ego caused by the anxiety or guilt of accepting them. A married woman might deny to herself that she hold affections for her husband’s friend, rather than accepting her true feelings. A person might also deny to their physical behavior, such as theft, preferring to think that someone forced them into committing the
crime, in order to avoid dealing with the guilt should they accept their actions. Denial is an undesirable defense mechanism as it contravenes the reality principle that the id adheres to, delving into an imaginary world that is separate from our actual environment. Displacement Displacement occurs when a person represses affection, fear or impulses
that they feel towards another person. Accepting that it is irrational or socially unacceptable to demonstrate such feelings, the psyche prevents them from being converted into actions. However, the feelings are instead displaced towards a person or animal whom it is acceptable to express such sentiments for. A person who dislikes their teacher after
being given low grades may feel that they would be punished if they express their hostility towards them. Therefore, they may unconsciously displace their antipathy onto their best friend, making excuses for treating them badly without justification. In the case of Little Hans, Freud believed that the boy had displaced a fear of his father onto horses,
whose blinkers and facial features reminded him of his parent. Instead of misbhehaving towards his father, he felt anxious at being in the presence of horses and would avoid leaving the house when possible. Dissociation People who use dissociation as a defense mechanism tend to momentarily lose their connection to the world around them. They may
feel separated from the outside world, as though they exist in another realm. Dissociation often helps people to cope with uncomfortable situations by ‘removing’ themselves from them. The may enter a state of daydreaming, staring into space and letting their mind wander until someone nudges them, prompting them to acknowledge reality once
more. A case which Freud analysed after reading an autobiographical account of an illness was that of Daniel Schreber, a German judge who described the dissociative feeling that he and the rest of the world were separated by a veil. Schreber felt as though he was not entirely a part of his environment and that he was in some way separate from it.
Fantasy When life seems mundane or distressing, people often use fantasy as a way of escaping reality. They may fantasise about winning the lottery or idealised outcomes of their lives changing for the better in some way. Fantasies help us to explore alternatives to situations that we are unhappy with but unrealistic expectations of them being
fulfilled can lead to us losing touch with reality and taking more viable actions to improve our lives. Humor George Vaillant described the use of humor as a “mature” defense mechanism - a primarily adaptive technique to help us to cope with tense or stressful situations. Looking for a funny aspect in an environment in which we lack control can help
us to endure it, and can even be an altruistic act in helping others to better cope as well. Humility Showing humility involves lowering our expectations and view of our self importance, sacrificing our pride and often focussing on others. Humility can enable us to pacify those around us in tense conflicts and encourage cooperation with other people to
take place. For example, someone who is known to boast about their abilities may show humility whilst trying to complete a difficult task. This might encourage others to empathise with, and help, them. Idealisation Idealisation involves creating an ideal impression of a person, place or object by emphasising their positive qualities and neglecting
the those that are negative. Idealisation adjusts the way in which we perceive the world around us and can lead us to make judgement that support our idealised concepts. People often idealise their recollections of being on holiday or memories from childhood, seeing them as ‘happier times’, but fail to recollect arguments or stresses during those
periods. We often idealise the image we hold of people we admire - relatives, partners or celebrities, making excuses for their failures and emphasising their more admirable qualities. Identification According to Freud’s concept of the Oedipus Complex, a child may experience feelings of resentment towards their father as they compete for the
affection of their mother and the resulting castration anxiety - an irrational fear directed towards the father - may lead them to feel the need to appease the father. In order to pacify a person whom we perceive to be a threat, we may emulate aspects of their behavior. By adopting their mannerisms, repeating phrases or language patterns that they
tend to use and mirroring their character traits, a person may attempt to appease a person. This defense mechanism was described by Anna Freud as identification with an aggressor. A person moving schools or countries, starting a new job or entering a new social circle might adopt the social norms or attitudes of classmates, neighbors, colleagues
or other people whom they seek acceptance from, for example, in order to avoid being rejected by their new peers. Intellectualisation When a person is attached emotionally to an issue, they may be tempted to consider it in intellectual terms. This often involves standing back from the situation and attempting to take a cold, neutral view of it. For
instance, a person who has been made redundant after twenty years of service to a company may intellectualise it, acknowledging the management’s view that redundancies needed to be made for the company to survive. However, this defense mechanism of intellectualisation would not necessarily prevent the person’s passionate feeling that they
have been betrayed after committing to work for the company for so long. Introjection Introjection occurs when a person takes stimuli in their environment and adopts them as their own ideas. This may involve internalising criticism from another person and believing the other person’s points to be valid. A person may introject religious ideas that
they have heard at church, or political opinions that friends espouse. Behavior can also be introjected - the mannerisms of a father may be observed by his son and then replicated. Isolation The defense mechanism of isolation can lead a person to separate ideas or feelings from the rest of their thoughts. In distinguishing an emotion or impulse from
others in this way, a person attempts to protect the ego from anxieties caused by a specific situation. For example, a person with a particularly stressful job may use isolation to separate their work life from their family life, avoiding the stress affecting their relationships. Passive Aggression Displays of aggression are considered unsociable and
undesirable in many societies, so when aggressive or violent impulses are experienced, people tend to avoid them as much as possible. However, the remaining energy driving such aggression may prove to be more difficult contain, and may manifest in other forms, known as passive aggression. A passive aggressive person may be uncooperative in
carrying out their duties or other tasks, may deliberately ignore someone when spoken to and might adopt a negative view of their situation, such as their job, and of those around them (e.g. colleagues). Projection When we experience feelings or desires that cause anxiety, or that we are unable to act on owing to the negative impact that they would
have on us or those around us, we may defend the ego from resulting anxieties by projecting those ideas onto another person. A person who is afraid of crossing a bridge with a friend might accuse them of having a fear of heights, for example, and in doing so, avoids accepting their own weaknesses. In the case of Daniel Schreber, who accused his
therapist of attempting to harm him, projection may have occurred when he attributed his own feelings and desires onto his therapist, Professor Flechsig. Rationalisation Rationalisation occurs when a person attempts to explain or create excuses for an event or action in rational terms. In doing so, they are able to avoid accepting the true cause or
reason resulting in the present situation. Examples of rationalisation include a shoplifter blaming the high price of sweets to justify their theft of a chocolate bar, when in reality they simply enjoyed the act of shoplifting. If a person fails an exam, they may excuse themselves from blame by rationalising that they were too busy to revise during the
revision period. Reaction Formation When the insatiable desires of the id conflict with the ego and super ego, a person may formulate a reaction to those impulses. Often, this action is the direct opposite to the demans of the original desire, and helps to counteract impulses which may be unacceptable to act out or fulfill. For example, a man

may experience feelings of love towards a married woman. The super ego recognises that the fulfillment of his desires would contradict social norms regarding acceptable behavior, and so a reaction formation would occur - the man may experience feelings of dislike towards her - the opposite of the original feelings. Repression Repression is perhaps
the most significant of defense mechanisms in that repressed feelings and impulses can lead to the use of many other mechanisms. According to Sigmund Freud’s psychodynamic theory, the impulsive desires of the psyche’s id are prevented by being fulfilled by the ego, which observes the Reality Principle - that our actions are restricted by our
environment, including social etiquette. Moreover, the superego acts as our moral compass, inducing feelings of guilt at having experienced the irrational desires that the id creates. Tensions inevitably arise between the id, ego and super ego and the guilt induced by the latter can lead to feelings of anxiety and shame. In order to live with such
feelings, Freud believed that our minds repress the thoughts at the source of our anxieties: instead of contemplating them consciously, they are ‘bottled up’ in the unconscious mind, emerging in symbolic dreams and unexplained patterns of behavior. Freud and his colleague, Josef Breuer, used techniques such as hypnosis, regression and free
association to encourage clients to recall and accept repressed memories and impulses. Regression Regression occurs when a person reverts to the types of behavior that they exhibited at an earlier age. Stress of adult life and the associated anxiety may lead to a person seeking comfort in things which they associate with more secure, happier times.
They might regress by eating meals that they were given as a child, watching old films or cartoons, acting without thought for the consequences of their actions. Self Serving Bias The self serving bias arises from our need to protect the ego from self criticism and to defend ourselves from the complaints of others. We show a self serving bias when we
exaggerate the importance of our own achievements - after passing a test, we might over-estimate the significance of that particular exam, and take credit for completing it without acknowledging the role that tutors played in our success. Similarly, when faced with potential criticism we might deflect blame, apportioning responsibility for failure to
anybody but ourselves. Whilst many of us show signs of this self serving bias, it can be an ineffective method of defence as it distort our view of reality and our ability to rationalise and interpret events effectively. Social Comparison When people feel that they have been victims of unjust actions, they may defend the ego by comparing themselves to
those worse off. Similarly, we may see similarities between ourselves and others in a better position to improve our self image. These defense mechanisms are known as download or upward social comparisons. For example, a man who has broken a leg and confined to a wheelchair may make a downwards social comparison with a person who has
been diagnosed with a more serious condition to make their own situation seem less troublesome. Alternatively, a person might seek to identify with a person of a perceived higher social position, such as when they learn that a celebrity is eating at the same restaurant as they are. Splitting Splitting occurs when the ego attempts to reconcile multiple
aspects or rationales, but resorts to understanding the world in “black and white” terms. A person who experiences splitting may take an “either-or” approach when making evaluations of the world around them, including objects, situations, and people. They tend to view ideas as either right or wrong, with no middle ground or compromise. Similarly,
they may take a “good versus bad” approach in relationships, admiring one group of people whilst completely rejecting those who do not live upto their expectations. Sublimation Sublimation is considered to be a more adaptive defence mechanism in that it can transform negative anxiety into a more positive energy. Psychiatrist George Vaillant
identified it as a mature defense mechanism, which we can use to adapt to arising anxieties. When the energy of the libido surfaces in the form of impulses in the psyche’s id, these desires are disabled by the ego, and the super ego may produce guilt at having experienced unacceptable feelings. Whilst these impulses may be repressed, the energy
behind them remains. Instead of converting this energy into socially unacceptable behavior, a person may use sublimation to redirect this motivation into more acceptable, even productive, endeavours. Freud believed that artists’ creative energies were often a refocusing of carnal impulses or other anxieties, through sublimation, onto their work.
Athletes may also use sublimation to concentrate their energy on productive activities such as training. Somatization The somatization defence mechanism occurs when the internal conflicts between the drives of the id, ego and super ego take on physical characteristics. Josef Breuer, a colleague of Sigmund Freud, observed this in the case of Anna O,
who sought help from Breuer for hysteria. Breuer discovered that Anna’s anxieties had resulted from traumatic events that had been repressed, but later manifested themselves physically. For example, she experienced paralysis on one side, which Breuer linked to a dream in which she felt paralysed whilst trying to fend off a snake from her bed-
bound father. Suppression Unlike many other defense mechanisms, the suppression of thoughts and emotions is something which occurs consciously and we may be entirely aware that we are attempting to suppress anxieties. Suppression involves attempting not to think about a memory or feelings - a person may try to think of another subject when
an uneasy thought enters their mind or they might preoccupy their minds by undertaking an unrelated task to distract themselves. A person may also suppress feelings of love or dislike towards a person, behaving normally towards them as though they felt dispassionate towards them. Undoing When we act on an idea or impulse that we later regret,
we may adopt a defense mechanism of attempting to “undo” that action in order to protect the ego from feelings of guilt or shame. A person may intentionally push past someone in a shop, but realising that the person was frail, feel guilty with regards to their behavior. They may try to undo their action by apologising or offering to help the person.
Wishful Thinking We all engage in wishful thinking to some extent in an attempt to avoid facing undesirable realities. A football fan might deceive themselves that the ailing team that they support will miraculously turn themselves around and win all of the future matches of the season. Such wishful thinking enables the person to avoid disappointment
and sadness for as long as possible. Reviewed by Psychology Today Staff Defense mechanisms are unconscious strategies whereby people protect themselves from anxious thoughts or feelings. Defense mechanisms aren’t inherently bad—they can allow people to navigate painful experiences or channel their energy more productively. They become
problematic, however, when applied too frequently or for too long. The concept arose from the work of Sigmund Freud and his daughter Anna. Freud’s framework has proven nearly impossible to empirically validate, and his methods are no longer widely used in therapy. Still, his theories spurred the growth of psychology, and some of his ideas—Ilike
defense mechanisms—still stand today. Identifying when a patient employs a defense mechanism, such as projection, for instance, can be a helpful catalyst in the therapeutic process. Schools of therapy other than Freud's psychoanalytic approach, such as cognitive behavioral therapy, observe similar tendencies and behaviors but attribute them to
irrational beliefs rather than to the unconscious. The overarching idea that people act out inner conflicts in specific ways is widely accepted. Projection: Attributing one’s unacceptable feelings or desires to someone else. For example, if a bully constantly ridicules a peer about insecurities, the bully might be projecting his own struggle with self-
esteem onto the other person. Denial: Refusing to recognize or acknowledge real facts or experiences that would lead to anxiety. For instance, someone with substance use disorder might not be able to clearly see his problem. Repression: Blocking difficult thoughts from entering into consciousness, such as a trauma survivor shutting out a tragic
experience. Regression: Reverting to the behavior or emotions of an earlier developmental stage. Rationalization: Justifying a mistake or problematic feeling with seemingly logical reasons or explanations. Displacement: Redirecting an emotional reaction from the rightful recipient to another person altogether. For example, if a manager screams at an
employee, the employee doesn't scream back—but the employee may yell at her partner later that night. Reaction Formation: Behaving or expressing the opposite of one’s true feelings. For instance, a man who feels insecure about his masculinity might act overly aggressive. Sublimation: Channeling sexual or unacceptable urges into a productive
outlet, such as work or a hobby. Intellectualization: Focusing on the intellectual rather than emotional consequences of a situation. For example, if a roommate unexpectedly moved out, the other person might conduct a detailed financial analysis rather than discussing their hurt feelings. Compartmentalization: Separating components of one’s life into
different categories to prevent conflicting emotions. article continues after advertisement Defense mechanisms are rooted in Freud'’s theory of personality. According to his model, the mind has three dueling forces: the id (unconscious and primitive urges for food, comfort, and sex), the superego (a partly conscious drive toward moral and social
values), and the ego (a partly conscious force that moderates the id and superego). Anxiety, in this paradigm, emerges when the needs of the id clash with the needs of the superego. To mitigate the tension, the ego deploys strategies of self-deception to avoid the discomfort. The unacceptable thought or emotion may be denied, for example, or
rationalized or projected onto someone else. Many of Freud’s ideas have not stood up to modern scientific scrutiny. But psychological defenses have proven to be an enduring concept, one that researchers and clinicians continue to explore today. How do psychologists today conceptualize defense mechanisms? In a testament to the intuitive appeal
and potential utility of the idea of psychological defenses, multiple post-Freudian theorists and researchers independently converged on the same concept. Alfred Adler developed a similar idea of “safeguarding strategies,” while Karen Horney described protective strategies used by children of abusive or neglectful parents. Leon Festinger developed
the well-known concept of “cognitive dissonance,” Carl Rogers discussed the process of defense as denial and perceptual distortion, and Albert Bandura conceptualized defenses as “self-exoneration mechanisms.” The influential psychiatrist George Vaillant organized defenses on a scale of immature to mature, defining them as “unconscious
homeostatic mechanisms that reduce the disorganizing effects of sudden stress.” Current discussions of coping mechanisms and emotion regulation embody the idea of defenses as well. Why did defense mechanisms evolve? Like all living systems, human beings have evolved multiple strategies for defending against threats to our survival and physical
integrity. The immune system is one example; the fight-or-flight mechanism embedded in our nervous system another. Similar defensive mechanisms have likely evolved to protect and promote the integrity of our psychological architecture—our sense of self, identity, and esteem. Are defense mechanisms unhealthy? Not always. More of the commonly
discussed defenses, such as denial and projection, may be maladaptive and worth addressing in therapy. But the purpose of defense mechanisms is to protect the self from anxiety or distress—and sometimes that’s a good thing. For example, a guest at a party might use humor to diffuse an uncomfortable situation. Or someone in an emotionally
draining profession, such as a counselor for suicidal individuals, may decide to compartmentalize their work to better function in daily life. Life is full of unexpected or challenging situations, and defense mechanisms can potentially alleviate that discomfort. They can manifest, for example, in passive-aggressive behavior when two friends can’t
confront conflict or when an employee displaces anger toward her boss onto her daughter that night at dinner. Defense mechanisms can reflect isolated incidents, both beneficial and maladaptive, or a consistent pattern of behavior that can be explored with the help of a therapist. When do individuals develop defense mechanisms? Defense
mechanisms might emerge more severely and consistently in some people due to insecurities in childhood, some psychologists believe. Children may not know how to grapple with or overcome certain challenges, which leads them to question themselves and enact defenses against those challenges. Adults have the ability to address those challenges,
but obsolete defense mechanisms might occasionally reappear to alleviate the stress. Which defense mechanisms can hurt relationships? Close relationships often arouse our deepest emotions, and sometimes we turn to defenses to manage those emotions. Yet this can lead to more anxiety by driving a wedge into the relationship, so it’s valuable to
reflect on whether you or your partner use certain defenses. These include: ¢ Projection: Do you blame your partner for your own flaws? Rather than admit it, do you accuse your partner of being messy or careless? * Denial: Do you pretend that negative experiences haven’t occurred? Do you close your eyes and think that everything is going to be
fine, even when your partner seems upset? * Compensation: Do you turn to alcohol or drugs instead of confronting negative emotions? Is it easier to have an extra glass of wine or beer rather than talk to your partner about what's bothering you? How are defense mechanisms addressed in therapy? When a person in therapy deploys psychological
defenses, it can be an opportunity for the therapist to explore those patterns with the patient. For example, a therapist might work with a patient who denies that they have a problem with drugs or a patient who seems to project their insecurities onto their partner. These instances of self-deception can be an invitation to discuss underlying challenges
that may help the patient move forward. How can parents address a child’s defense mechanisms? Sometimes it can be helpful to explore a child’s motivations to see if disruptive or bad behavior may be defense mechanisms masking difficult emotions. For example, a 5-year-old might begin acting out after a new baby is born. The anger could mask his
sadness at feeling displaced by the new baby in the family. Parents could then approach the angry outbursts by speaking to the child about the change and balancing their attention between the two when possible instead of disciplining the child. A child’s ability to accept and master painful feelings will help him or her mature into a well-adjusted
adult. Idealization of parents is an inherent part of early childhood. However, rigid and sustained idealization may yield a host of emotional difficulties, including proneness to anger. Constantly setting goals and seeking perfection may be a way of avoiding difficult realities. Unpacking this potential defense mechanism could help connect us to our
humanity. From Grenfell Tower to ancient Mediterranean cities, we're still creating gods and shrines in unexpected places. We don't often know that we're hiding out somewhere when we feel overwhelmed, stressed, or scared. How can we understand the impulse for revenge? What drives it? What allows us to convert the pain of loss, betrayal or
injury into mourning and forgiveness rather than revenge? Love Thrives When We're Open to Pain Avoiding pain might feel like protection—but it could be the reason you’'re not feeling love fully. Here’s how pain can be the key to deeper connection and healing. Avoiding pain might feel like protection—but it could be the reason you’re not feeling love
fully. Here’s how pain can be the key to deeper connection and healing. Writing personal stories can open the door to healing—but also to unexpected emotional upheaval. What happens when the act of telling your truth starts telling something back? A child who is continually at risk for losing a parent’s love makes things their fault to keep the bond
with their parent. In adulthood, a narcissist will take advantage of this. Once leaders can define humility as a psychological task, they can begin benefiting from its honesty, acceptance, lack of pretense, and security. Get the help you need from a therapist near you-a FREE service from Psychology Today. Atlanta, GA Austin, TX Baltimore, MD Boston,
MA Brooklyn, NY Charlotte, NC Chicago, IL Columbus, OH Dallas, TX Denver, CO Detroit, MI Houston, TX Indianapolis, IN Jacksonville, FL Las Vegas, NV Los Angeles, CA Louisville, KY Memphis, TN Miami, FL. Milwaukee, WI Minneapolis, MN Nashville, TN New York, NY Oakland, CA Omaha, NE Philadelphia, PA Phoenix, AZ Pittsburgh, PA Portland,
OR Raleigh, NC Sacramento, CA Saint Louis, MO San Antonio, TX San Diego, CA San Francisco, CA San Jose, CA Seattle, WA Tucson, AZ Washington, DC Defense mechanisms were first described by Sigmund Freud, an Austrian psychiatrist, who is regarded as the father of psychoanalysis. He believed that individual uses defense mechanism
consciously or unconsciously as a way to deflect anxiety and to cover up feelings that affects self-esteem. His work was later developed by his daughter Anna Freud and other psychoanalysts. This study guide will discuss defensive mechanisms, encompassing the various types and their manifestations in individuals. The term defense mechanism refers
to a predominantly unconscious self-protective process that seeks to shield the ego from intense feelings or affect and impulses. Additionally, these intrapsychic processes modify, nullify, or convey painful affects or tendencies so they can be tolerated consciously. Defense mechanisms mostly operate at the subconscious level of awareness, so people



are not aware of what they are doing. History of Defense Mechanisms The concept of defense mechanisms emerged in the early 20th century as a result of Freud’s groundbreaking work on psychoanalysis. Freud proposed that defense mechanisms were strategies employed by the unconscious mind to guard against painful and anxiety-inducing
thoughts and feelings. His work laid the foundation for further research and exploration into the realm of defense mechanisms, leading to a comprehensive understanding of how individuals protect their psyches from emotional turmoil. Learning defense mechanisms has become an integral component of psychotherapy. Some of the major defense
mechanisms that are widely used are the following: Defense MechanismDefinitionExampleDisplacementRedirection of negative urges or feelings from an original object to a safer or neutral substitute.The man who is angry with his boss and returns home and becomes angry instead with his wife or children.DenialRefusal to admit to a painful reality,
which is treated as if it does not exist.The woman who miscarries denies that she has lost the baby and continues to wear maternity clothes.IntellectualizationUse of excessive reasoning rather than reacting or changing.A woman attending Alcoholics Anonymous meeting reports that she is a nurse and has conducted many 12-step
sessions.IntrojectionEngulfment or incorporation of specific traits, behaviors or qualities into self or ego structure.A depressed man who incorporates the negative feelings and hatred of his estranged wife, who recently filed for divorce.ProjectionBlame of other’s or things for one’s own feelings or thoughts.The client experiencing paranoia blames
others for disliking him.RationalizationAn effort to replace or justify acceptable reasons for feelings, beliefs, thoughts, or behaviors for real ones.A woman who overextended credit cards rationalizes that she can use er savings to pay for a new dress she recently purchased.Reaction formationRepression of painful or offensive attitudes or traits with
unconscious opposite ones.The college student who feels angry and hostile toward her professor is overtly friendly and agreeable in class.RegressionRetreat to an earlier developmental stage.The 3-year old child who begins wetting his pants after the birth of a new sibling.RepressionUnconscious, purposeful forgetting of painful or dangerous thoughts
(the most basic defense mechanism).The married woman who expresses hostility toward a male co-worker to avoid dealing with her sexual attraction to him.SublimationNormal form of dealing with undesirable feelings or thoughts by keeping them in an acceptable context.The woman who is unable to bear children begins working in a
preschool.SuppressionConscious and deliberate forgetfulness of painful or undesirable thoughts and ideas.A rape victim attempts to forget the incident and fails to report it to the proper authorities. FacebookEmailPrintBufferPinterestShare Anna Freud defined defense mechanisms as "unconscious resources used by the ego" to decrease internal
stress ultimately. Patients often devise these unconscious mechanisms to decrease conflict within themselves, specifically between the superego and id. Psychodynamic therapy is used by clinicians to help orient patients to their own unconscious processes. By recognizing and identifying these processes, patients improve their self-awareness and gain
a new understanding of their own behaviors. This activity defines major defense mechanisms to increase clinician's understanding of their patients during patient encounters and the role of the interprofessional team in the care of these patients. Objectives: Identify and define the common psychological defense mechanisms.Describe the goal of
psychodynamic therapy in relation to defense mechanisms.Review the clinical significance of defense mechanisms in relation to psychodynamic therapy.Outline interprofessional team strategies for improving coordination and communication in the care of patients with defense mechanisms. Access free multiple choice questions on this topic. Sigmund
Freud, known as the father of psychoanalysis, began the discussion of defense mechanisms in the nineteenth century in relation to the subconscious defenses of the id, ego, and superego.[1] These initial defense mechanisms were more clearly defined and analyzed by his daughter, Anna Freud, in the twentieth century. She created 10 major defense
mechanisms, but the number of mechanisms has since been increased by later psychoanalysts.Anna Freud defined these defense mechanisms as "unconscious resources used by the ego" to decrease internal stress ultimately.[2] Patients often devise these unconscious mechanisms to decrease conflict within themselves, specifically between the
superego and id. Psychodynamic therapy is used by clinicians to help orient patients to their own unconscious processes. By recognizing and identifying these processes, patients improve their self-awareness and gain a new understanding of their own behaviors. These insights can be helpful to patients with a variety of mental health disorders,
including depression, anxiety, eating disorders, and personality disorders.[3] As we progress from childhood to adolescence and then progress from adolescence into adulthood, these psychological defense mechanisms can persist from one phase to the next, regress to earlier phases in response to stressors, or can evolve over time.[4] Defense
mechanisms can be internalized or externalized, resulting in corresponding behavior problems, which can complicate psychiatric treatment.[5] Having a thorough understanding of defense mechanisms can help clinicians progress through treatment and avoid pitfalls. For example, recognizing the presence of defense mechanisms during a

patient encounter can help maintain an appropriate therapeutic and professional relationship.[6]If defense mechanisms are identified and adolescence, it can help predict further development of personality disorders.[7] Therefore, the early identification of defense mechanisms can have great clinical significance. Depending on the context and the
severity, defense mechanisms can be either maladaptive or adaptive.[8] Primitive Defense Mechanisms [1] [9] Acting out: The development of detrimental behaviors that distract attention and energy away from other stressors. This defense mechanism may be present in conduct disorder, antisocial personality disorder, or oppositional defiant
disorder. Avoidance: Dismissing thoughts or feelings that are uncomfortable or keeping away from people, places, or situations associated with uncomfortable thoughts or feelings. This defense mechanism may be present in post-traumatic stress disorder, where one avoids the location of a traumatic motor vehicle accident or avoids driving
completely. Conversion: The development of physical symptoms that cannot be explained by pathophysiology or physical injury. This defense mechanism is recognized in conversion disorder, also known as functional neurologic symptom disorder. Denial: Dismissing external reality and instead focusing on internal explanations or fallacies and thereby
avoiding the uncomfortable reality of a situation. This defense mechanism may be present in someone who continues to shop for expensive designer clothes despite being in serious financial debt. Identification: The internalization or reproduction of behaviors observed in others, such as a child developing the behavior of his or her parents without
conscious realization of this process. Identification is also known as introjection. Projection: Attributing one’s own maladaptive inner impulses to someone else. For example, someone who commits an episode of infidelity in their marriage may then accuse their partner of infidelity or may become more suspicious of their partner. Regression: Adapting
one’s behavior to earlier levels of psychosocial development. For example, a stressful event may cause an individual to regress to bed-wetting after they have already outgrown this behavior. Repression: Subconsciously blocking ideas or impulses that are undesirable. This defense mechanism may be present in someone who has no recollection of a
traumatic event, even though they were conscious and aware during the event. Schizoid fantasy: Creating an internal retreat into one’s imagination to avoid uncomfortable situations. This defense mechanism may present commonly in children or later in development, may be present in schizoid personality disorder. Splitting: Failing to reconcile both
positive and negative attributes into a whole understanding of a person or situation, resulting in all-or-none thinking. Splitting is commonly associated with borderline personality disorder. Higher-level Defense Mechanisms [10] Anticipation: The devotion of one’s effort to solving problems before they arise. This defense mechanism may be present in
someone who prepares for an important job interview by practicing their answers to the toughest questions. Compensation: Focusing on achievement in one area of life in order to distract attention away from the inadequacy or fear of inadequacy in another area of life. This defense mechanism may be present in a student who receives poor grades on
their report card and then devotes more time and effort to extracurricular clubs and activities. Displacement: Transferring one’s emotional burden or emotional reaction from one entity to another. This defense mechanism may be present in someone who has a stressful day at work and then lashes out against their family at home. Humor: Decreasing
or combating the negative emotions associated with a situation by using comedy. For example, telling a funny story about someone during a eulogy. Intellectualization: The development of patterns of excessive thinking or over-analyzing, which may increase the distance from one's emotions. For example, someone diagnosed with a terminal illness
does not show emotion after the diagnosis is given but instead starts to research every source they can find about the illness. Isolation of Affect: Avoiding the experience of an emotion associated with a person, idea, or situation. This defense mechanism may be present in someone who describes the day their house burnt down in a factual way without
displaying any emotion. Rationalization: The justification of one’s behavior through attempts at a rational explanation. This defense mechanism may be present in someone who steals money but feels justified in doing so because they needed the money more than the person from whom they stole. Reaction formation: Replacing one’s initial impulse
toward a situation or idea with the opposite impulse. This defense mechanism may be present in someone who teases or insults a romantic interest whom they like. Conversely, reaction formation may be present in someone who is overly kind to someone whom they dislike. Sexualization: Associating sexual aspects to one’s experience of certain
people, places, objects, or ideas. Sexualization can refer to the development of one’s sexual identity in general. Alternatively, sexualization can refer to the development of specific fetishes or sexual references to conventionally non-sexual entities. Sublimation: Transforming one’s anxiety or emotions into pursuits considered by societal or cultural
norms to be more useful. This defense mechanism may be present in someone who channels their aggression and energy into playing sports. Suppression: Consciously choosing to block ideas or impulses that are undesirable, as opposed to repression, a subconscious process. This defense mechanism may be present in someone who has intrusive
thoughts about a traumatic event but pushes these thoughts out of their mind.Recognition and interpersonal communication about any defense mechanisms the patient is using amongst the psychiatrist, psychologist, social worker, primary care provider, nurse, and family can help to orient the team and enhance patient-centered care. Psychodynamic
therapy can involve the patient in their own care by achieving greater awareness of their own patterns of psychological defense mechanisms. Some meta-analysis studies have shown psychodynamic therapy to have equal efficacy compared to cognitive behavioral therapy and pharmacotherapy in the treatment of mild to moderate mood disorders. It is
important to recognize that therapeutic treatments based on self-awareness and communication will avoid the possible complications of pharmacotherapy, such as side effects and drug-to-drug interactions, and some patients may be more willing to try these therapies compared to pharmacotherapy.[11] Disclosure: Ryan Bailey declares no relevant
financial relationships with ineligible companies. Disclosure: Jose Pico declares no relevant financial relationships with ineligible companies. Sigmund Freud and his theories are well known, and not just by psychologists and psychiatrists. His opinions and writings have made a home in our collective unconscious, so much so, that I often hear my
clients make comments about Freud “rolling in his grave” As a psychologist who works with trauma, defence mechanisms come up in therapy quite often. So what are these defence mechanisms named by Freud? Before we explore defence mechanisms, it is important to note that Sigmund Freud is not the Frued who developed these in detail. They
were defined by his daughter, Anna Freud. Meaning of Defence Mechanisms Freud, Anna, defines defence mechanisms as “unconscious resources used by the ego” to decrease internal stress, conflict, and other unpleasant emotional experiences. As far as Freudian Theory goes, employing defence mechanisms involves a distortion of reality to some
capacity which allows us to better cope with situations. Types of Defence Mechanisms Anna Freud identified and defined 10 defence mechanisms Denial - This is one we’re all familiar with. This defence mechanism is activated in response to a difficult aspect of reality, and results in a refusal to accept a painful or distressing truth. It is particularly
prevalent in drug use and dependence. Drug users or alcoholics often deny that they have a problem. Displacement - This is witnessed as the transferring of challenging urges and emotions to an object that did not trigger the urge. This is most commonly seen in people who may spend a lot of time in positions where they do not have power or control,
and often then displace their anger or distress over in areas where they do have control, or are less threatening. Rationalisation - another common mechanism for coping, this refers to a persistent pattern of “logically” explaining painful emotions and situations. It is done at the cost of any underlying reasons or emotions that may be distressing. A
classic example is when a person fails a test they worked really hard for, they might say they “never cared” anyway. Intellectualisation - in a similar vein as rationalisation, this refers to a tendency to focus on the “intellectual components” of a situation, thereby distancing oneself from distressing emotions that the situation may be causing, of the
situation helps to distance people from the anxiety-provoking emotions associated with the situation. Think of a parent whose child develops a terminal illness, and they spend all their time learning about the illness and its treatment, keeping away from the pain they may be feeling otherwise. Suppression - This mechanism can often operate semi-
consciously and manifests as the decision to “not dwell” on a memory, emotion, or thought. This is done so that attention can be better focused elsewhere. Repression - more likely to be unconscious, it is similar to suppression. However, it manifests itself as forgetfulness or lack of awareness of one’s internal thoughts or external experiences. Often,
the person repressing is unaware of the subject of repression and its consequences. Projection - this mechanism is relatively simple to spot, as it appears as a persistent pattern of attributing one’s own undesirable feelings or thoughts onto another. This mechanism works because the unacceptable emotion gets to be expressed, but in a way that
protects one’s perception of oneself. A common situation is when a person feels their partner is “insecure” or “jealous”, when they themselves may be harbouring similar feelings. Reaction formation - this mechanism works by replacing a painful, unacceptable emotion with an “opposite” emotion. For example, think of a teenager who dislikes someone
and then proceeds to go on a date with them Regression - this mechanism often leads a person to “revert” to patterns of thinking and behaving they used at a previous stage of development. This mechanism has a bad reputation. Often adults tend to curl up and cry in a fetal position when distressed, and this would be a form of regression.
Sublimation - when unacceptable emotions and desires are converted into acceptable activities, it is a form of sublimation. For example, a person with chronic difficulty with anger, may take up boxing classes. Do you recognise any of these in your own behaviour ? Written by the team at Contemporary Psychology. A major obstacle to developing
effective ethical judgment is called “defense mechanisms.” Sigmund Freud popularized the concept of human defense mechanisms when he introduced his personality model—the id, ego and superego. The ego deals with reality, attempting to reconcile the conflicting demands of the id and superego. The id seeks to fulfill wants, needs and impulses,
while the superego seeks to act in an idealistic and moral manner. While modern research does not focus on Freud’s theories the same way he presented them, the concept of defense mechanisms remains as a viable way to understand human behavior and, in our context here, as a challenge to ethical judgment. Defense mechanisms are sometimes
created to shield us from the conflict between what we want instinctually and the standards of behavior that have been established. In an attempt to protect ourselves, and sometimes coupled with rationalization, can be used to distort the choices we make. Defense mechanisms filter out an alternate reality in favor of the reality that the mind prefers—
they can falsify, twist, or deny reality. Denial is an open rejection of an obvious truth. By simply denying that the problem, affliction or ailment exists, the person does not have to deal with it. Denial as a defense mechanism has become especially evident with the judgment students are making regarding alcohol consumption and binge drinking.
Despite best efforts, overdoses involving alcohol alone rose 25% since 2008 in college populations (NIH, 2014). The first step to helping students have better judgment towards consuming alcohol involves the rejection of denial; we cannot deny that many college students will drink, and virtually all of them will experience the effects of college
drinking. Here are the current facts about college drinking from the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism. We know that: ¢ 1,825 college students die every year from alcohol-related injuries. « 690,000 students are assaulted by someone who has been drinking. *« 97,000 of those are alcohol-related sexual assaults or rape. * 25% of
college students report academic consequences of alcohol abuse. * 1.5% of college students report trying to commit suicide due to drinking or drug use issues Achieving the Dream’s OER Degree Initiative promoted affordability and innovation at community colleges by supporting large scale OER adoption. From 2016-2018, 38 US community colleges
across 13 states designed degree pathways using only openly licensed instructional materials. Dear Users, We regret to inform you that the Achieving the Dream Pressbooks library will be closing permanently at the end of September 2025. We sincerely appreciate the engagement and support this resource has received from our community. To
ensure continued access to materials you currently use, we strongly recommend downloading copies of any texts before the closure date. Multiple download formats are available to accommodate your needs. Additionally, we encourage you to seek out alternative repositories of OERs such as OpenStax, Creative Commons, and more. Share — copy and
redistribute the material in any medium or format for any purpose, even commercially. Adapt — remix, transform, and build upon the material for any purpose, even commercially. The licensor cannot revoke these freedoms as long as you follow the license terms. Attribution — You must give appropriate credit , provide a link to the license, and
indicate if changes were made . You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that suggests the licensor endorses you or your use. ShareAlike — If you remix, transform, or build upon the material, you must distribute your contributions under the same license as the original. No additional restrictions — You may not apply legal terms or
technological measures that legally restrict others from doing anything the license permits. You do not have to comply with the license for elements of the material in the public domain or where your use is permitted by an applicable exception or limitation . No warranties are given. The license may not give you all of the permissions necessary for
your intended use. For example, other rights such as publicity, privacy, or moral rights may limit how you use the material. Thus there are defences generated by the psychical apparatus before the ego's structuring - such as, for example, repression - and others that practically result from any type of mind operation initiated by the ego, such as the
logical explanation of some events.Sigmund Freud talks about the defence mechanisms in works such as Inhibition, symptom, anxiety (1926) but this theme is taken over - even though not in a systematic manner- by his daughter, Anna.Here are some defence mechanisms briefly described and followed by short examples:Deniallt can be explained
through the refusal of accepting something that rose or it is happening in the mind. Thus the victims of some family traumatic events can deny these traumas. The well known case of the wife beaten by the husband who refuses to recognize she is beaten. In this case we are not talking about a defense against anxiety but of spearing the narcissist
ego.RepressionRepression is an autonomous mechanism which acts in order to hinder representatives connected to unconscious demands to access the conscience and take a course of action. We sometimes act consciously in this direction and we call this mechanism suppression or condemnation. Freud writes precisely that in the psychoanalytical
treatment repression has to be replaced with conviction, meaning with the processing at a conscious level of the conflict with the unconscious demands. Displacementlt is a frequent mechanism especially known for dreams formation process. Displacement means that an affect is associated with other objects or events that are in a contiguity
relationship with the initials ones which triggered it. We generally discover very easily the displacement in day to day life when someone is fighting with his children because he cannot confront a hostile boss. Or the hostility displaced against a neighbor while the actual cause was an unpopular measure of the government or the corruption in the
public administration etc.SublimationThrough sublimation an unacceptable drive is transformed into a social acceptable one. In sports, for example, we find the sublimation of aggressive demand in the competition or contest.Projectionlt refers to the case when we attribute our own drives or character features to exterior objects. Projection is
characterized through an extortionate development of criticism against other people's biases and flaws. Projection comes together with denial. IntellectualizationlIt is recognized in mental operations which tend to transform an uncomfortable or painful reality in philosophical contents, for example. Thus a failed exam can turn into a reflection over the
life quality or the relativity of success. Rationalization It offers explanations following a logical pattern for some biases or manifestations which make the subject feel embarrassed or uncomfortable. This mechanism can also be used to protect the narcissist ego.Regressionlt refers to going back to the phases of sexual development and previous
objects. For example to the oral phase, where the person can develop the feeling of being always hungry or the refusal to eat (anorexia). A student in love with an assistant professor develops anorexia due to the fact that her best friend "steals" her boyfriend (she cannot "swallow" this situation). Or the frequent case of an adult person who is getting
divorced in order to marry his "first love" (regression to object).Reaction-formationlt can be easily explained by transforming a wish in its reverse. For example the desire of having immoral sexual intercourse turns into a cleaning obsession. Or the hostility felt against a person is hidden by some strong friendship proofs. Turning against one selfA well
known mechanism, such as for example, when the wife states loud and clear that her husband is not to blame for his infidelity, that it is her fault as she did not communicate enough with him.Other mechanisms discovered or defined after Freud:Acting out - refers to the tendency of acting in an involuntary manner stirred up by a demand disclosed
during the analysis, thus confirming what it is actually repressed and denied.Affiliation - refers to the person's tendency to request other people's help, collaborating willingly with them.Purpose inhibition - the person accepts an altered form of his initial purpose - it is what we usually call "to go half way". Altruism - the unconditional dedication for
someone else's needs by totally neglecting or denying one's own identical needs. It is the well known case of the neurotic person who asks for the help of the psychoanalyst for another person he feels attached to through compassion and friendship bounds. Avoiding - the refusal of interacting with conflicting situations or persons.Compensation - the
excessive development of interest and action in a certain domain only to hide the missing of satisfaction in a previous one. Humor - revealing the funny or comical side of an embarrassing situation. Passive aggression - the tendency of showing aggressiveness in an indirect manner.
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