
Copyright 2024 Between Sessions Resources 

Recognizing Your Defense Mechanisms 
Objec�ve 

To recognize which defense mechanisms you frequently use and reflect on the impact these 
mechanisms have on your life. 

What to Know 

Defense mechanisms are unconscious psychological strategies that people use to protect 
themselves from anxiety, distressing thoughts or feelings, and uncomfortable aspects of reality. 
Although they can serve a useful purpose in helping to manage emo�onal pain and stress, 
overreliance on defense mechanisms can limit personal growth and emo�onal well-being. 
According to Freudian theory, defense mechanisms involve a distor�on of rela�onships in a way 
that helps people cope. 

Defense mechanisms can be a posi�ve way to manage stress, but they can also be unhelpful 
when avoiding difficult emo�ons or excusing unhealthy or an�social behavior. 

This worksheet is designed to help you iden�fy and understand your own defense mechanisms, 
fostering greater self-awareness and healthier ways of coping with life's challenges. 

Read through the common defense mechanisms described below and reflect on how you may 
have observed these behaviors in yourself or others. 

• Denial: Refusing to acknowledge some painful aspect of external reality or subjec�ve 
experience that would be apparent to others. 

• Repression: Burying distressing thoughts and feelings into the unconscious; keeping 
unwanted informa�on out of conscious awareness. 

• Projec�on: Atribu�vely ascribing one’s own unacceptable quali�es or feelings to others. 
• Displacement: Redirec�ng emo�ons or reac�ons from the original object or person to 

another, less threatening one. 
• Reac�on Forma�on: Conver�ng unwanted or dangerous thoughts, feelings, or impulses 

into their opposites. 
• Regression: Rever�ng to an earlier stage of development when faced with unacceptable 

thoughts or impulses in the present. 
• Ra�onaliza�on: Offering reasonable explana�ons to jus�fy unacceptable feelings or 

behaviors ra�onally or logically. 
• Intellectualiza�on: Using reasoning and intellect to avoid uncomfortable emo�ons. 
• Sublima�on: Channeling unacceptable impulses into socially acceptable or produc�ve 

ac�vi�es. 
• Suppression: Consciously delaying paying aten�on to a distressing issue or feeling. 
• Iden�fica�on: Unconsciously incorpora�ng the characteris�cs of another individual into 

one’s own psyche. 
• Undoing: Atemp�ng to take back an unconscious behavior or thought that is 

unacceptable or hur�ul. 
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• Spli�ng: Viewing people and situa�ons in rigid terms, as either all good or all bad, 
without recognizing the complexity of the situa�on. 

• Idealiza�on: Overes�ma�ng someone’s admirable aspects or skills. 
• Devalua�on: Undervaluing someone, o�en as a response to feeling threatened. 
• Compartmentaliza�on: Separa�ng parts of oneself from awareness of other parts and 

behaving as if one had separate sets of values. 
• Soma�za�on: Conver�ng psychological distress into physical symptoms. 
• Fantasy: Retrea�ng to a fantasy world to resolve inner and outer conflicts. 

What to Do 

Reflect on the past week and write down any situa�ons where you felt strong emo�ons, such as 
anger, sadness, or fear. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Review each situa�on and iden�fy if you used any of the above defense mechanisms. Use the 
space below to write about three instances. Describe the situa�on, your ini�al reac�on, and 
what defense mechanism(s) you think you used. 

Here is an example: 

Situa�on: I received cri�cism at work. 

Ini�al Reac�on: I felt unjustly treated and thought my colleagues were wrong. 

Defense Mechanism: Projec�on – I believed my colleagues were jealous of my work. 
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Situa�on Reac�on Defense Mechanisms 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 

For each noted instance, answer the following ques�ons: 

Situa�on #1 

How did using this defense mechanism affect the situa�on? 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

How did it affect your emo�onal state a�erward? 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Could there be a more construc�ve way to handle the situa�on? If yes, describe. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Situa�on #2 

How did using this defense mechanism affect the situa�on? 



Copyright 2024 Between Sessions Resources 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

How did it affect your emo�onal state a�erward? 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Could there be a more construc�ve way to handle the situa�on? If yes, describe. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Situa�on #3 

How did using this defense mechanism affect the situa�on? 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

How did it affect your emo�onal state a�erward? 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Could there be a more construc�ve way to handle the situa�on? If yes, describe. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

What have you learned about your paterns of defense mechanisms? 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

How can recognizing these paterns help you respond more healthily in future situa�ons? 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Based on your reflec�ons, write down one goal for star�ng to change or adapt your use of 
defense mechanisms. This might involve expressing your feelings more openly, seeking to 
understand before reac�ng, or using relaxa�on techniques when faced with stress. Write your 
responses below. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Reflec�ons on This Exercise 

Did anything surprise you about this exercise? If so, describe. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

How helpful was this exercise? _____ 
(1 = not very helpful, 5 = moderately helpful, 10 = extremely helpful)  

What did you learn from this exercise?  

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 


