DEFENSE MECHANISMS

Everyone has defense mechanisms; they are coping tools, used to prevent us from
becoming overwhelmed by certain experiences and emotions, particularly anxiety and
guilt. Defense mechanisms typically occur as unconscious reactions. Although defenses
protect us at times, they also can become habitual and overused, interfering with our
coping with reality in a healthful way.

Some defense mechanisms:

Blaming: Not taking responsibility for your actions; i.e., if my partner didn’t yell, I wouldn’t have
{o..,

Denial: Stating an anxiety provoking issue does not exist; i.e, denying domestic violence in the
home

Displacement: Taking out anger on a safer target than the source of the anger; i.e., slamming a
door or yelling at the dog when angry at your partner

Humor: Finding the funny elements of a situation to avoid conflict or experiencing negative
emotions; i.e., “I was just joking”

Identification: Increasing self-esteem or a sense of safety by allying with a person or group; i.e.,
joining a sorority for a sense of belonging

Intellectualization: Cutting off emotions and focusing on the intellectual aspects of a situation;
i.e., focusing on reasons for domestic violence rather than processing the emotional experience

Overcompensating: Overachieving or overdoing in one aspect of life to make up for a perceived
lacking in another area

Projection: Placing your own emotions, beliefs or impulses on someone else; i.e., I'm not angry,
you’re angry

Rationalization: Providing rational, but untrue, reasons for behaviors; i.e., saying I'm not flying
because airfare is too expensive, when really I'm scared to fly

Reaction Formation: Expressing feelings that are the opposite of your true emotions or beliefs;
i.e., smiling when you’re sad or angry

Regression: Reverting to immature behaviors; i.e., an adult has a temper tantrum

Repression: “Forgetting” negative experiences, burying them in the unconscious; i.e., having no
memory of a traumatic car accident
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