
 6 Overview Cards

60 TOTAL CARDS

Main Color: Box Color
1 Topic Description Card
1 Quick Start Card
1 Model Card
1 Expert Card
1 Topic Definition Card
1 R1 Card

 4 Definition Cards

Main Color: White with Colored Tops
1 Level 1: Pathological (Red)
1 Level 2: Immature (Orange)
1 Level 3: Neurotic (Yellow)
1 Level 4: Mature (Green)

 5 Activity Cards

Main Color: Black
1 Activity 1: Identify My Defense Mechanisms
1 Activity 2:  Identify My Defense Mechanisms  

in Stressful Situations
1 Activity 3:  Practice Identifying Defense  

Mechanisms in Others
1 ME Action Card
1Thoughts Emotions Behavior Card

What’s in the DeckQuick Reference 
Emotions & FeelingsDefense Mechanisms
What’s in the Deck

 45 Sorting Cards

Main Color: Mostly Color
3  Level 1: Pathological (Red)
18  Level 2: Immature (Orange)
16  Level 3: Neurotic (Yellow)
8  Level 4: Mature (Green)

DISCOVERY
CARDS

™

Defense 
Mechanisms
How do I protect my Self?
Uses Vaillant’s 4-Level Classification

WHAT’S IN THIS DECK

 6  Overview Cards 
  (deck color)

 5  Activity Cards  
(black)

 4  Definition Cards  
(white with colored tops)

 45  Sorting Cards 
  (mostly colored)

60 TOTAL CARDS
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Defense Mechanisms
How do I protect my Self?

Vaillant’s 4-Level Classification

Expert

The R1 Defense Mechanisms content 
draws from the work of: 

Anna Freud
George Vaillant

R1 acknowledges and appreciates  
their	work	and	significant	 
contributions	to	the	field.

Definition

Defense 
Mechanism

Overview Cards
R1 INTERACTIVE CURRICULUM

Hands-On & Online

TOPICS FOR:
Mental Health & Wellness

Substance Use Disorder/Addiction
Life Skills

R1LEARNING.COM

Discovery Cards Content Map

Activity 1

INSTRUCTIONS
Identify My Defense Mechanisms

Shuffle	the	45	Sorting	Cards	(these	cards	are	
mostly color). Sort the cards into two piles:  

1) defense mechanisms you think you use, and  
2) defense mechanisms you don’t think you use.  

From pile 1, pick up to 10 cards that you 
think you use most often to protect yourself. 

Turn each card over to see which Defense 
Mechanism Level corresponds to it. Find 

and review the Defense Mechanisms Model 
Card	and	Definition	Cards	(white	cards	with	

colored tops). Answer the questions on  
the back of this card. 

Activity 2

INSTRUCTIONS
Identify My Defense Mechanisms  

in Stressful Situations
Find the Thoughts, Emotions, Behavior black 

card and use it to represent a challenging 
situation	you	are	dealing	with.	Shuffle	the	45	
Sorting Cards (these cards are mostly color). 

Sort the cards into two piles:  
1) defense mechanisms you think you use in 
this situation, and 2) those that you think you 
don’t use. From pile 1, pick up to 10 cards you 
use most often in this situation. Turn each card 
over to see which Defense Mechanism Level 

corresponds to it. Find and review the Defense 
Mechanisms	Model	Card	and	Definition	Cards	

(white cards with colored tops). Answer the 
questions on the back of this card. 

Activity 3

INSTRUCTIONS
Practice Identifying Defense 

Mechanisms in Others
Think about another person and practice 

observing and identifying the defense 
mechanisms	they	use.	Shuffle	the	45	Sorting	
Cards (these cards are mostly color). Sort the 
cards into two piles: 1) defense mechanisms 

you observe this person using, and  
2) defense mechanisms you don’t see. From 

pile 1, pick up to 6 cards that this person uses 
most often to protect the self. Turn each card 
over to see which Defense Mechanism Level 

corresponds to it. Find and review the Defense 
Mechanisms	Model	Card	and	Definition	Cards	

(white cards with colored tops). Answer the 
questions on the back of this card. 

ME

Defense Mechanisms

THOUGHTS 
EMOTIONS
BEHAVIOR

Defense Mechanisms

Activity
Cards

Defense Mechanisms

LEVEL 1

PATHOLOGICAL
Irrational or reality  

avoidant strategies

Distortion of Reality 
High

Maturity Level
Low

Defense Mechanisms

LEVEL 2

IMMATURE
Not fully developed or  

childish coping strategies

Distortion of Reality 
Medium

Maturity Level
Low

Defense Mechanisms

LEVEL 3

NEUROTIC
Anxiety-based, negative,  
or obsessive strategies

Distortion of Reality 
Medium

Maturity Level
Low

Defense Mechanisms

LEVEL 4

MATURE
Healthy coping strategies

Distortion of Reality 
Low

Maturity Level
High

Definition
Cards

Sorting
Cards

Defense Mechanisms

LEVEL 3

NEUROTIC

Defense Mechanisms

LEVEL 4

MATURE

Comparing Out
Refusing to consider oneself part of  
a group because one doesn’t have  

the same lived experiences,  
professional or social status, or  

education as others in the group

I don’t belong in this recovery group 
because I’ve never lost a job or had 

other serious consequences

I don’t socialize with the managers at 
work because they all have advanced 

degrees and I don’t

Affiliation
Dealing with emotions and  

stressors by turning to other people  
for help and support

I asked a few members of  
my recovery group to come to  

court to support me

I’ve asked my network for support  
as I deal with the loss of my job

Defense Mechanisms

LEVEL 2

IMMATURE

Acting Out
Behaving in extreme ways to express 

thoughts or emotions one is incapable  
of otherwise expressing

I stormed out of the treatment group 
because I felt that nobody was  

listening to me

I pounded on the conference table  
at work because I felt ignored

Defense Mechanisms

LEVEL 1

PATHOLOGICAL

Denial
Believing something true to be untrue 

so as to avoid uncomfortable emotions 
(refusing to accept reality) 

I don’t really have a problem,  
I can quit anytime I want

Losing my job had nothing to do  
with poor performance
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