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Subjects read stories depicting the death of an individual through either an accident or a terminal
illness. The subjects then answered questions designed to measure the extent to which various
defense mechanisms were elicited by the stories. In Experiment 1, the subjects used rationaliza-
tion more than denial or repression after reading the accident story, but they used all three defenses
with equal magnitude after the illness story. In Experiment 2, rationalization was again used
more than denial after the accident story, and the two defenses were used with similar magni-
tude after the illness story. There may be specific trauma-defense relationships whose existence
depends on specific characteristics of both the type of trauma and the type of defense mechanism.

Our purpose in the present research was to examine the
uses of denial, repression, and rationalization to relieve
death anxiety. We were interested in determining whether
there is one defense mechanism that is typically preferred
as a means of dealing with the intense anxiety of death,
and whether the pattern of defense-mechanism use is af-
fected by the specific type of death trauma. The determi-
nation of which mechanisms are actually used in highly
stressful situations has theoretical implications for the un-
derstanding of cognitive defense mechanisms, as well as
practical implications for grief therapy.

Death anxiety is important, because we live in an age
in which death is not easily acknowledged. Often, survivors
do not understand or know how to deal with their feel-
ings when someone dies (Stephenson, 1985). There have
been relatively few attempts to measure exactly what cop-
ing strategies are used, despite the potential value of such
measurements. Because different types of death may lead
to different levels and types of stress (Florian, Kravetz,
& Frankel, 1984; Heilbrun & Pepe, 1985; Pietropinto,
1985), different defenses may be used to cope with differ-
ent types of death situations. Thus, a full understanding
of trauma-defense relationships requires that one exam-
ine a variety of death situations and defense types.

In the present studies, we attempted to begin mapping
the trauma-defense relationship by inducing death anxi-
ety through stories of accident-caused or illness-caused
death, and by measuring the subsequent extent of defense-
mechanism use on questionnaires.

EXPERIMENT 1

Method
Subjects. The subjects were 31 college undergraduates recruited from
psychology classes. They had no prior knowledge of the nature of the
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experiment. Potential subjects who had experienced recent deaths in the
immediate family were excused.

Procedure. Each subject read a story depicting a protagonist experienc-
ing the death of a parent, either through terminal illness (cancer) or as
the result of an unexpected (auto) accident. After reading the story, the
subject filled out a questionnaire designed to measure general levels of
death anxiety, and then a second questionnaire designed to measure
defense-mechanism use. In the second questionnaire, 6 questions mea-
sured the use of rationalization (e.g., ‘‘To what extent is the parent better
off dying?’’), 6 measured denial (e.g., ‘‘How likely is it that anyone
you know will ever die this way?’’), and 6 measured repression (e.g.,
‘‘How much suffering did the victim experience?’’—when the details
of the story made it clear that a great deal of suffering was encountered).
Responses consisted of giving a rating between 1 and 7. Some ques-
tions were worded so that higher ratings represented greater use of the
defense probed by the question, whereas others were worded so that
lower ratings signified greater use of the defense. The subjects’ ratings
were transformed to yield magnitude scores, with higher numbers in-
dicating greater defense-mechanism use.

The subjects were randomly assigned to either the accident or the ill-
ness condition. Each was allowed 5 min to read the story, 10 min to
complete the general levels of anxiety questionnaire, and 10 min to com-
plete the defense-mechanism questionnaire.

Results

Figure 1 shows mean defense scores as a function of
both type of trauma (accident or illness) and type of
defense (rationalization, denial, or repression). A mean
score for each defense mechanism was computed for each
subject. The points on the figure represent means across
subjects. Rationalization is used with greater magnitude
than either denial or repression, with the latter two yield-
ing almost identical scores. This pattern interacts strongly
with type of trauma: The difference between rationaliza-
tion and the other defenses is extremely large for the ac-
cident but almost nonexistent for the illness. A 2 X3 anal-
ysis of variance showed a main effect for type of defense
mechanism [F(2,58) = 54.8, p < .001] and an interaction
between defense mechanism and trauma [F(2,58) = 46.2,
p < .001]. There was no effect of type of trauma (F < 1).

Correlational analyses showed a correlation between the
magnitude of repression scores and magnitude of denial
scores [r(29) = .49, p < .01], as well as a negative corre-
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Figure 1. Magnitude of defense mechanism use as a function of
type of trauma and type of defense mechanism: Experiment 1.

lation between magnitude of repression and magnitude of
rationalization [r(29) = —.36, p < .05].

Discussion

The results suggest some specific relationships between types of trauma
and the types of defense mechanisms used to cope with such traumas.
Rationalization is used to a much greater extent than denial or repres-
sion to cope with the accident story. For an illness, the three mecha-
nisms are used to an extent that is virtually identical. This suggests that
defense-mechanism use is specialized. Something about rationalization
makes it more useful for accidental death, whereas the different mech-
anisms are roughly equivalent in their usefulness for dealing with the
trauma of illness.

The results support earlier assertions that denial and repression are
equivalent mechanisms (Gleser & Ihilevich, 1969). The repression and
denial magnitude scores are identical in the two trauma conditions and
the use of those mechanisms is positively correlated.

EXPERIMENT 2

Experiment 2 was done to replicate Experiment 1, using
an expanded and revised set of questions. Questions about
repression were eliminated, under the assumption that re-
pression could not be differentiated from denial, and ques-
tions about rationalization and denial were constructed and
added instead.

Method

Subjects. The subjects were 8 students enrolled in a summer psy-
chology course. None had recently experienced a death in the immedi-
ate family.

Procedure. Each subject read an accident story or a terminal illness
story. Each subject then filled out a questionnaire containing questions
about general anxiety, followed by a questionnaire measuring the sub-
ject’s use of both rationalization and denial to cope with the accident
or illness. This questionnaire had 20 questions, 10 for rationalization
and 10 for denial. Each set of 10 consisted of the 6 used in Experiment 1,

plus 4 new questions designed to measure the appropriate mechanism.
The remaining procedures are identical to those in Experiment 1.

Results

Figure 2 shows mean magnitude of defense use as a
function of trauma (accident or illness) and mechanism
(rationalization or denial). Generally, rationalization is
used to a greater extent than denial. The difference be-
tween rationalization and denial is quite large for the ac-
cident condition and much smaller in the illness condi-
tion. This pattern is similar to that in Experiment 1. A
2 X2 analysis of variance yielded significant main effects
for type of trauma [F(1,6) = 10.3, p < .02] and type of
mechanism [F(1,6) = 33.8, p < .01], as well as a signifi-
cant interaction between the two [F(1,6) = 11.9,p < .02].

Discussion

As in Experiment 1, it appears that defense mechanisms may be
specialized; the extent to which a particular defense mechanism is used
depends on the type of trauma that has been presented. Rationalization
seems to be preferred to denial when one is confronting the death of
a loved one through an accident, whereas the two are used to a similar
extent in coping with the illness of a loved one. One difference between
the two experiments is the finding of a main effect of trauma in Experi-
ment 2; apparently the overall use of defense mechanisms was greater
for the accident than for the illness. This may reflect the greater need
for mechanisms in coping with an accident story. It may also occur be-
cause the best mechanisms for coping with an illness were not probed.
Some other mechanism might have yielded higher scores for illness that
would bring the overall scores to an equivalent level.

A complete understanding of the trauma-defense relationship will re-
quire further study. First, different types of traumas need to be researched.
Traumas differ on several dimensions, such as suddenness of death or
amount of pain suffered by the victim, and the role of these charac-
teristics needs to be investigated. A wider variety of defense mecha-
nisms might also be tested. The reasons for the increased use of a par-
ticular defense mechanism in a particular situation need to be understood.

Experiment 2
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Figure 2. Magnitude of defense mechanism use as a function of
type of trauma and type of defense mechanism: Experiment 2.
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Rationalization may be preferred because it is a more ‘‘intellectualized’’
mechanism than denial, for example, but this hypothesis was not tested
in the present studies. These issues await further research.
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