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Some common defence mechanisms that can impede  

self-understanding 

 

It is only natural to want to hide away, or to seek out safety, if you are feeling 

threatened or at risk. Then ways of protecting yourself from pain, from the 

danger you fear, and ways of defending yourself from harm or outright attack 

come into play almost automatically. Protecting oneself has the obvious 

advantage that it makes you (at least temporarily) feel better. Sometimes we 

are completely unaware of using such ‘defence mechanisms’, as they were 

originally called by psychoanalysts. These psychotherapists also suggested 

that there were advantages to protecting ourselves in such ways, as they 

enable us to hide aspects of ourselves from ourselves – aspects that if we 

saw clearly would upset us and cause psychological pain; aspects that we 

would find hard to accept. For short periods, such defence mechanisms may 

be useful – to ease the pain of a loss or trauma, for example. But if they 

persist they usually fail to cover over the cracks and gradually problems arise 

as we have not dealt constructively with the underlying issues.  

 

There has been work in cognitive and social psychology that shows how 

automatic processes and conscious processes work together, sometimes in 

cooperation and sometimes in apparent conflict. Automatic, implicit, 

subconscious processes are described in various chapters, such as Chapter 8 

Using your head: thinking and deciding. Defence mechanisms as they are 

outlined here are particular ways of understanding certain cognitive 

processes, certain stories we can tell about ourselves that can help shed 

some light on our experiences. Other researchers and clinicians may well tell 

similar stories, or describe how we interpret the world, in other ways. There is 
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discussion of these in a freely accessible edition of The Psychologist at 

https://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/volume-13/edition-12/what-did-freud-get-

right-0.  

 

Seven common defence mechanisms, as they were originally understood, are 

listed here. 

 

1. Denial 

The refusal to accept reality (about you, others or the world). It is used as a 

form of protection – protecting you from the anxiety or sadness or some other 

negative emotion that would result from facing up to the reality.  

Example 

James’ partner was coming home after work later than previously. She said to 

James that it was because of the demands of work. Then she started coming 

back in the early hours of the morning. She continued to explain her lateness 

in terms of her work and the importance of attending social events connected 

with work. James accepted his partner’s explanations. James’ friends 

suggested to him that it was unusual for work commitments to be so frequent 

and for such a major change to have taken place. Some friends suggested 

that James’ partner might be having an affair. James dismissed these 

possibilities saying that such suggestions were nonsense. A few months later 

when James’ partner left him he seemed genuinely surprised and shocked. 

 

 

https://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/volume-13/edition-12/what-did-freud-get-right-0
https://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/volume-13/edition-12/what-did-freud-get-right-0
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2. Splitting 

Seeing things in black and white – in extremes. Someone is either your friend 

or your enemy. People are either wonderful, or terrible. Something is either 

the best it can be or the worst. Splitting protects us from the complexities of 

life – just as in many stories and movies each character is either a goody or a 

baddy. It also provides an easy way of interacting with people: a person is 

wonderful, our best friend, until they do something we don’t like and then we 

never want to see them again. Splitting protects us from the emotional 

difficulties associated with forgiving someone, or liking or loving them despite 

some of the things about them of which we don’t approve. (See also 13 types 

of crooked thinking in Chapter 7 Finding new perspectives.) 

Example 

Peter thought that Bob was wonderful. He liked him, he enjoyed spending 

time with him. He respected what he said. Peter invited Bob to go on holiday 

with him. Bob refused. Peter cut off all relationships with Bob. Peter now 

decided that Chris was wonderful until Chris did something Peter didn’t like. 

Peter’s friendships never lasted. He was going through life from one friend to 

another and burning all the friendship bridges behind him.  

 

3. Repression 

Preventing our own emotions, feelings, or thoughts from coming into 

consciousness (in contrast with denial which is preventing facts about the 

world from being consciously considered). Repression protects us from being 

upset by our emotions, feelings or thoughts. Modern memory research also 

supports the notion of ‘cognitive avoidance’ that has parallels to these 
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concepts (see https://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/volume-13/edition-

12/psychological-defence-mechanisms-example-repression-0) 

Example 

Gloria loved her mother. But again and again Gloria’s mother behaved in 

ways of which Gloria disapproved. Gloria saw her mother being mean with 

tradespeople. She saw her cheating others for her own gain. But Gloria could 

not bear to have negative feelings towards her mother. So she repressed her 

feelings of anger with her mother and her judgement that her mother was not 

as good a person as she would want to believe. Eventually after one 

particularly telling example of her mother’s behaviour Gloria suddenly had 

overwhelming feelings of despising her mother. She decided that she did not 

love her mother any more and indeed that she had probably never loved her. 

They had a big row and Gloria refused to see her mother again. By repressing 

her feelings and judgements towards her mother, Gloria had not given herself 

a chance to develop the ability to love her mother despite her character flaws. 

 

4. Projection 

Attributing to others feelings, motivations etc. that are our own. Projection 

enables us to keep a positive self-image of ourselves in circumstances where 

we have failed to live up to our expectations of ourselves. Projection often 

leads to blaming others for the difficulties that we are having (in our work or 

our relationships for example) rather than accepting our share of 

responsibility.  

Example 

Pam was not a team player. But she worked in a team in a university 

department. Part of her funding came from the department in which she 

https://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/volume-13/edition-12/psychological-defence-mechanisms-example-repression-0
https://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/volume-13/edition-12/psychological-defence-mechanisms-example-repression-0
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worked but she did not use her particular area of expertise to the benefit of 

the department. “My job is to do research” she would say and think, and when 

people asked her to help with the teaching, or to give advice on obtaining 

grants to others, she refused. When the department was being re-organised 

Pam found herself being side-lined. She blamed others. They were unfriendly 

and unhelpful to her and did not support her. She projected her own lack of 

helpfulness onto others, protecting herself from taking any responsibility for 

the difficult position in which she found herself. 

 

5. Rationalisation 

Giving socially acceptable, but false, reasons for our behaviour. We tend to do 

this when the real reasons are ones we would find upsetting. Rationalisation 

protects us from the negative emotions, such as fear or lack of self-esteem, 

that we would feel if we faced the truth. 

Example 

Charles wanted to sing but had little musical background. A friend suggested 

that he join a choir. Charles was nervous and fearful of taking the plunge but 

couldn’t own up to his fear. “I can’t sight-sing” he said. His friend replied: “You 

don’t have to be able to. Many in the choir can’t sight-sing.” “My voice isn’t 

good enough” Charles said. “It will be fine – better than many in the choir”. “I 

don’t have the time”. Charles produced a new excuse every time his previous 

excuse was contradicted.  
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6. Displacement 

Redirecting thoughts, feelings, behaviour or impulses from the person towards 

whom they are appropriate, towards another, inappropriate, person (or 

occasionally towards an animal or object).  

Example 

In Sheridan’s play The Rivals Sir Anthony Absolute, a man who, by his own 

admission, is “compliance itself, when I am not thwarted” is furious with his 

son, Jack, for refusing to obey him in the matter of whom he should marry. Sir 

Anthony says to his son: “I’ll disown you, I’ll disinherit you, I’ll unget you! And 

damn me if I ever call you Jack again!” and then leaves. Jack’s servant, Fag, 

enters. Jack, angry with his father, displaces his anger onto Fag saying: 

“Cease your impertinence, sir, at present. Did you come in for nothing more? 

Stand out of the way.” Fag, left alone on stage, says to the audience: “He (his 

master, Jack) is afraid to reply to his father, then vents his spleen on poor 

Fag! When one is vexed by one person, to revenge one’s self on another who 

happens to come in the way is the vilest injustice!” An Errand-boy enters 

saying Fag’s master calls him. Fag replies: “ … you little, dirty puppy … you 

impudent jackanapes! …  You little, impertinent, insolent, kitchen-bred …” 

And Fag exits kicking and beating the poor Errand-boy. 

 

7. Reaction formation 

Behaving in a way, or presenting oneself, as very different from how one 

really is. This is because, consciously or unconsciously, one cannot accept 

how one really is. 
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Example 

Tom presented himself as a macho junior doctor. Matter of fact, somewhat 

harsh, he rushed through seeing his patients focussing exclusively on their 

physical signs and the results of investigations and having no time for their 

emotional and social problems. Fifteen years later Tom changed gender from 

male to female. As Tamsin she became a much kinder doctor. The earlier 

‘macho’ behaviour had been a way of hiding, from himself and others, the 

feeling of being female trapped in a male body. 


