
 
Coping and Defence Mechanisms 

 

The aim of this exercise is to become more aware of your coping and defence 

mechanisms. Often these are unconscious and mechanical ways of behaving that 

you do without thinking.  Their role is to keep you safe.  But over time, you may 

find that some of them no longer serve you.  Taking stock of your coping and 

defence mechanisms enables you to choose which ones work best for you and how 

to respond to different situations in a more conscious and empowering way.  

There are many types of coping and defence mechanisms and some are included 

in the list on the following page.  You can find out more online. 

Part 1 

Take a look at the attached list and see if you recognise yourself in any of the 

coping and defence mechanisms mentioned.  Which ones do you tend to use more 

often?   Are there any that are missing from the list that are applicable to you? 

Part 2 

Recall a difficult phase in your life and think about how you responded.  What 

coping and defence mechanisms did you use?  Looking at this anew, what choices 

did you have then?  What might you have done differently?  What invitations for 

personal growth emerge for you as you do this reflection? 

Part 3 

Do the same reflection, but this time in relation to the present stage of your life.  

What differences do you notice between how you were then and how you are 

now? 

  



Coping and Defence Mechanisms 

Denial: refusing to acknowledge something because it is too threatening.  For 

example, when someone has been given a serious diagnosis: “She is not ill.  She 

will be OK.” 

Projection: attributing unacceptable thoughts and emotions about yourself onto 

another person, in the form of jealousy and prejudice.  For example: “He’s so 

uncommunicative. No wonder we misunderstand each other.  It’s all his fault”. 

Repression: strangling an unacceptable need or desire because it conflicts with 

perceived social expectations.  For example: “I want to leave my marriage, but I 

can’t because I’ve got young children.” 

Fantasy: retreating into fantasy.  For example: “He isn’t interested in me 

romantically, but I will keep my fantasy thoughts about ‘us as a couple’ as a way 

of maintaining joy in my life”. 

Displacement: redirecting emotion toward someone less threatening to avoid 

dealing directly with your fear.  For example: “I feel angry with my boss, but I can’t 

express it directly to him, so I get angry with my dog”.  

Intellectualising: avoiding unacceptable emotions by focusing on the intellectual 

aspects of a situation.  For example: “The company was making cuts, so it makes 

sense that I have lost my job”. 

Reaction Formation: behaving in a way that is the opposite of what I really want 

or feel, because the true belief causes anxiety.  For example: “I crave 

companionship, but pretend that I am happy on my own, because no-one seems 

to care about me”. 

Altruism: constructive service to others that brings pleasure and personal 

satisfaction. For example: “I help people and animals in need because it helps 

cushion my distress about suffering”. 



Anticipation: realistic planning in anticipation of future discomfort.  For example: 

“People are starting to panic-buy some items at the supermarket, so I’ll do a shop 

and make sure that I’ve got enough for what I need”. 

Humour: using humour and jokes to skirt around an issue that you find too 

unpleasant or threatening to talk about in-depth.  

Sublimation: transforming unhelpful emotions or instincts into healthy behaviour 

and emotions.  For example: “I play rugby to channel my aggression into a game 

where I feel valued and prized”. 

Suppression: choosing to delay paying attention to a thought, emotion, or need 

in order to cope with the present reality.  For example: “I receive news that my 

friend has died, so I go to sleep to delay facing my distress”. 

Idealization: tending to perceive another person as having more desirable qualities 

than he or she may actually have.  For example: “it doesn’t matter what this person 

does. His values and beliefs match with my world view and without those I have 

no core identity”.  

Introjection: taking on characteristics of other people who seem better able to 

cope with the situation than you do.  For example: “I’ve started being loud and 

bossy at work, because that’s how the other managers behave”. 

Passive aggression: expressing your aggression towards others indirectly or 

passively, often through icy silence or procrastination, because you are fearful of 

direct confrontation.   

Avoidance and withdrawal: removing yourself from events and interactions 

because you feel threatened by unwanted feelings and memories.  For example: I 

avoid social gatherings because I feel like an outsider and expect to be judged”. 

Compensation: feeling anxious and finding consolation in an unrelated object or 

person.  For example: “I hear some bad news and head for the fridge”. 


