
Introduction 
Understanding how individuals manage emotional experi-

ences and navigate interpersonal relationships is central to the 
study of personality development and psychopathology. Across 
the lifespan, people use a range of psychological processes to reg-
ulate distress, preserve self-coherence, and maintain connections 
with others. Among the most influential frameworks for concep-
tualizing these processes are theories of defense mechanisms 
(Cramer, 2012; Perry, 1990) and attachment theory (Ainsworth & 
Bowlby, 1991; Bowlby, 1969). While both perspectives address 
how individuals cope with relational stress and internal conflict, 
they have historically evolved in parallel rather than in conjunc-
tion. In recent decades, however, a growing body of research has 
begun to explore the intersection between these two domains 
(Shaver & Mikulincer, 2007). The current review aims to synthe-
size empirical findings on the relationship between attachment 
styles and defense mechanisms in adolescent and adult popula-
tions, with particular attention to studies using validated quanti-
tative measures. 

 
Defense mechanisms 

Defense mechanisms can be broadly characterized as uncon-
scious, automatic responses (verbal, emotional, cognitive, and be-
havioral) to external or internal conflicts and experiences that 
threaten to elicit intolerable or uncomfortable feelings; feelings 
that must be kept at bay (Vaillant, 2020). Notably, due to their au-
tomatic nature, the individual is often not aware that they are re-
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lying on defense mechanisms (Perry et al., 2020). While mature 
defense mechanisms are connected to healthy functioning (such 
as humor, sublimation, or affiliation with others), the extensive 
use of immature defense mechanisms is associated with psycho-
logical symptoms, more severe psychopathology, and interper-
sonal difficulties (Di Giuseppe & Perry, 2021; Vaillant, 2020).  

The distinction between mature and immature defense mech-
anisms lies in the extent to which they preserve a person’s capacity 
to remain connected to others and accurately perceive reality, as 
opposed to distorting interpersonal experiences and external 
events (Perry & Bond, 2017). Defense mechanisms can be con-
ceptualized along a continuum from immature to mature, with 
neurotic defenses occupying a middle ground (Di Giuseppe & 
Perry, 2021). Mature defenses facilitate conscious emotional pro-
cessing, anxiety regulation, and adaptive engagement with stres-
sors (Prout et al., 2020). Neurotic defenses, such as 
intellectualization, help individuals avoid fully experiencing 
painful emotions while maintaining a basic grasp of reality. Al-
though partially protective, they still allow some awareness of 
emotional content (Di Giuseppe & Tanzilli, 2025). In contrast, 
immature defenses are often linked to greater psychopathology, 
including impulsivity, rigidity, and relational dysfunction (Berney 
et al., 2014; Ciocca et al., 2020; Fiorentino et al., 2024; Perry & 
Bond, 2012; Trower & Chadwick, 1995). Recent network analysis 
shows the interconnectivity of individual defense mechanisms and 
the central role of specific defenses (i.e., self-assertion and passive 
aggression) in determining associations with depression and anx-
iety (Di Giuseppe et al., 2024). 

 
Attachment 

John Bowlby formulated his theory of attachment in part to 
understand why some of his patients avoided intimacy and de-
fended against emotional experiences, often with detrimental ef-
fects on their social adaptation (Duschinsky, 2020). He proposed 
that individual differences in early caregiving relationships are 
carried forward into later social and romantic relationships 
(Bowlby, 1988; Feeney, 2008; Groh et al., 2014; Holland & Ro-
isman, 2010; Roisman, 2006). 

Building on Bowlby’s foundational insights, extensive re-
search has confirmed that early attachment patterns influence later 
cognitive and emotional processing of expectations regarding 
closeness and support. In the 1960s, Ainsworth and colleagues 
demonstrated that variations in parental sensitivity and respon-
siveness give rise to distinct infant attachment behaviors, based 
on the child’s expectations about the parents’ availability 
(Ainsworth, 1978). They identified three primary patterns: secure 
attachment, where children seek proximity in distress due to a re-
liable caregiver; avoidant attachment, where proximity-seeking 
is suppressed due to expectations of caregiver unavailability; and 
resistant/ambivalent attachment, where proximity is pursued anx-
iously due to inconsistent caregiver responsiveness. 

Subsequent work has shown that these infant attachment be-
haviors are predicted by the parents’ own attachment representa-
tions, as assessed through the Adult Attachment Interview (AAI; 
Main et al., 1985). Parents classified as secure-autonomous can 
reflect coherently on their childhood experiences and tend to have 
securely attached infants. In contrast, dismissing parents minimize 
or avoid discussing attachment-related experiences and are more 
likely to have avoidant children, whereas preoccupied parents 
show increased emotional involvement with attachment themes, 
corresponding with resistant attachment in their children. Of note, 
attachment in the AAI paradigm refers to how adults currently or-

ganize, evaluate, and narrate their childhood experiences with 
caregivers, that is, to the interviewee’s current state of mind re-
garding their childhood experiences, and their attachment state of 
mind is captured by the coherence of their representation of their 
childhood caregiver. In contrast, self-report measures aim to cap-
ture current attachment style in close relationships (Roisman et 
al., 2007). In the present review, we use the term attachment style 
broadly for general individual differences in attachment and where 
relevant, we refer explicitly to the attachment state of mind vs. 
self-reported attachment style to distinguish these constructs. 

 
Relationship between defense mechanisms  
and attachment  

Attachment strategies are often viewed as adaptive responses 
to environmental challenges (Luyten et al., 2021). From this per-
spective, secure attachment is characterized by a relatively bal-
anced and accurate processing of emotionally charged 
information, with minimal need to rely on defense mechanisms 
to distort reality (Cramer & Kelly, 2010; Dykas & Cassidy, 2011). 
In contrast, insecure attachment tends to involve protective de-
fensive strategies in response to negative emotional experiences, 
perceived threats of separation, or distress more broadly (Ein-Dor 
et al., 2016).  

Various defense mechanisms play a central role in shaping the 
interpersonal dynamics through which attachment insecurity con-
tributes to psychological difficulties such as depression. For ex-
ample, individuals with a dismissing attachment classification may 
minimize or deny vulnerabilities in themselves and in their attach-
ment figures (Main et al., 2002). Ainsworth and colleagues found 
that it was an infant’s anticipation of non-attentiveness or unavail-
ability from the caregiver that prompted a defensive response, such 
as avoiding closeness (Ainsworth, 1978). On the other hand, those 
with a preoccupied attachment often amplify distress signals and 
maintain a heightened focus on negative emotions, which may, at 
least, temporarily enhance proximity to others. 

Unlike models that emphasize defense as an intrapsychic 
process, attachment theory situates the emergence of defenses 
within relational experiences. Attachment theory, in this context, 
can be seen as a relational framework for understanding conflict 
and defense, as it highlights the regulatory and defensive strategies 
used to manage fear and distress within attachment relationships. 
Bowlby (1980) introduced the concept of defensive exclusion, 
where emotionally painful attachment-related material is kept out 
of conscious awareness when support from attachment figures, 
either real or imagined, is perceived as unavailable. Thus, defen-
sive responses occur as adaptive reactions to the distress or com-
fort of the exchanges with the attachment figures. These repeated 
exchanges may give rise to the use of specific defense mecha-
nisms (Lyons-Ruth, 2003). Thus, within the adult attachment 
framework, defenses are understood as modulators of the attach-
ment system, functioning to reduce distress arising from negative 
interpersonal expectations (Bincoletto et al., 2025; Kobak & 
Bosmans, 2019). As a result, internal working models representing 
the self and others and organizing expectations in close relation-
ships will guide both attachment strategies and defensive re-
sponses across development (Bowlby, 1988). In addition, Fonagy 
and Luyten (2009) argue that secure attachment relationships lay 
the groundwork for mentalization, i.e., the ability to understand 
behavior in terms of mental states, which allows for better emo-
tion regulation and the use of more adaptive defenses. In this way, 
both defense mechanisms and attachment are crucial factors in 
emotion regulation (and dysregulation) and thus fundamentally 
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affect mental health outcomes (Békés et al., 2021a; Di Giuseppe 
& Perry, 2021).  

However, despite the substantial number of studies that ex-
plore the nuances and clinical relevance of attachment styles and 
defense mechanisms separately, relatively few studies have in-
vestigated the relationship between attachment styles and de-
fense mechanisms, and even fewer studies have explored the 
relationship between the two constructs as they change over the 
course of therapy. Therefore, we conducted a narrative review 
using a systematic search of the empirical literature on the rela-
tionship between defense mechanisms and attachment. The goal 
was to synthesize the current state of research by examining 
study populations, measurement approaches, research designs, 
and key findings.  

 
 

Methods 
This review employed a narrative approach with a structured 

search strategy to synthesize empirical findings on the relationship 
between attachment styles and defense mechanisms. The aim was 
to explore and interpret patterns in the literature by identifying 
themes across various populations, measurement methods, and 
research designs, rather than assessing methodological rigor of 
the included papers. This approach aligns with the purpose and 
practice of a narrative review, which seeks to provide an integra-
tive overview of the current evidence and narratively synthesize 
conceptual and methodological approaches (Marriott et al., 2014; 
Sukhera, 2022). 

A structured literature search was conducted in four electronic 
databases: PubMed, PsycINFO, Web of Science, and Google 
Scholar. The search strategy included combinations of the follow-
ing key words and Boolean operators: (“defense mechanism” OR 
defense* OR defence*) AND (“attachment style*” OR attach-
ment). These terms were searched in titles, abstracts, and key words 
across selected databases. The search spanned the last 30 years and 
was conducted in two phases: the initial search from February 14 
to March 1, 2022, and a follow-up update on July 17, 2025. 

Studies were included if they were peer-reviewed and pub-
lished in English, reported empirical data using validated quanti-
tative measures of both attachment and defense mechanisms, 
included adolescent or adult samples, and explicitly addressed 
both attachment and defense mechanisms as central constructs. 
Since our aim was to provide a synthesis of the validated and peer-
reviewed literature (as opposed to mapping all existing studies), 
studies were excluded if they were dissertations, theoretical pa-
pers, or non-peer-reviewed, did not assess both constructs directly 
but used proxy measures (e.g., internalized object relations instead 
of attachment), or lacked validated measures. 

The study selection process followed the Preferred Reporting 
Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 
guidelines to enhance transparency and provide a clear overview 
of the search process; however, in keeping with narrative review 
methodology, PRISMA guidelines were not followed in full, as a 
systematic review process would require. In total, 4,719 records 
were identified through database searching, and five additional 
records were found via Google Scholar. After removing duplicates 
and screening titles and abstracts, 37 full-text articles were as-
sessed. Seventeen met the inclusion criteria. An additional eligible 
study identified in the updated search brought the final number to 
20 studies (see Figure 1 for PRISMA flowchart). 

Key data were extracted from each study, including sample 
characteristics, measures used, and findings relevant to attachment 

and defense mechanisms. An inductive narrative synthesis was 
conducted, through which thematic categories reflecting concep-
tual patterns in the literature were identified: i) emotion and affect, 
ii) maladaptive behavior and beliefs, iii) psychotherapy and 
change, and iv) reflective functioning. This structure allowed to 
meaningfully organize findings under each domain that emerged. 

 
 

Results 
Table 1 shows the list of the 20 studies included in this review. 

These studies included different populations and used diverse re-
search designs and measures. First, we will present these studies, 
and then we will summarize their findings regarding the relation-
ship between defense mechanisms and attachment.  

 
Population 

Except for one study with adolescents in high school 
(Laczkovics et al., 2018), all studies included adult samples. The 
vast majority of the reviewed studies focused on nonclinical pop-
ulations, most often students and community samples (Berant & 
Wald, 2009; Fraley & Brumbaugh, 2007; Fraley & Shaver, 1997; 
Fraley et al., 2000; Laczkovics et al., 2018; Lopez et al., 1997; 
Marks & Vicary, 2016; Mikulincer & Horesh, 1999; Mikulincer 
& Orbach, 1995; Prunas et al., 2019; Salande & Hawkins, 2017; 
Tondar et al., 2017; Richardson et al., 2023). A smaller number 
of studies included clinical populations, such as depressed patients 
in psychotherapy (Békés et al., 2021a), patients with major de-
pressive disorder and persistent depressive disorder (Tanzilli et 
al., 2021), female patients with borderline personality disorder 
(BPD; Tmej et al., 2021), women with binge eating disorder (Car-
lucci et al., 2023), and court-ordered abusive parents (Cramer & 
Kelly, 2010). One study also included individuals with eating dis-
orders from a community sample (Lenzo et al., 2021). 
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Table 1. Study characteristics and main findings. 
Study                                   Sample type           Sample size      Measures used       Findings related to defenses and attachment 
Békés et al. (2021)                    Clinical sample           30                         • HRSD-17                  Preoccupied attachment was positively related to ODF and 
                                                  (depressed patients)                                  • BDI-II                       negatively related to depressive immature defenses (early  
                                                                                                                     • DMRS                       phase). Early neurotic and immature defenses predicted  
                                                                                                                     • PACS                         changes in attachment style over time. 
Berant & Wald (2009)               Community sample     89                         • AAS (Hebrew)          Significant associations found between attachment  
                                                                                                                     • Rorschach (CS)         orientations and dynamically coded Rorschach defenses  
                                                                                                                     • BPS• DFF                 related to anxiety and avoidance. 
Carlucci et al. (2023)                Women with                BED n=101;        • DMRS                       Higher ODF was related to lower attachment avoidance  
                                                  and without BED        overweight           • AAI                           and anxiety. Women with BED had lower ODF compared  
                                                                                       without BED       • ECR-R                      to normal weight women without BED. 
                                                                                       n=47; normal 
                                                                                       weight without 
                                                                                       BED n=49 
Carone et al. (2025)                  Community sample    68                         • DMRS-Q                  Mothers’ lower AAI coherence of mind during pregnancy  
                                                  of pregnant women                                   • AAI                           was related to less adaptive maternal defensive functioning,  
                                                                                                                                                          which in turn was related to poorer parent-infant  
                                                                                                                                                          relationship later on. 
Cramer & Kelly (2010)             Court-ordered             86                         • RQ                             Fearful attachment was associated with high use of denial;  
                                                  abusive parents                                         • RSQ                          preoccupied attachment with identification defenses. 
                                                                                                                     • DMM (TAT)              
Fraley & Brumbaugh (2007)    College students          145 (Study 1);      • RSQ                          Avoidant adults recalled less attachment-related information,  
                                                                                       130 (Study 2)       • Recall tasks               suggesting defensive exclusion at encoding. 
Fraley & Shaver (1997)            College students          200 (Study 1);      • RSQ                          Dismissing-avoidant adults suppressed attachment-related  
                                                                                       100 (Study 2)       • Suppression Task      distress both cognitively and physiologically. 
                                                                                                                     • Physio (EDA) 
                                                                                                                     • Stream of  
                                                                                                                        consciousness task     
Fraley et al. (2000)                    College students          201 (Study 1);      • RSQ                          Avoidant adults initially encoded less attachment-related  
                                                                                       229 (Study 2)       • Memory tasks           information than non-avoidant adults. 
Laczkovics et al. (2018)           High school students   1,487                    • REM-71                    Positive self-image attachment styles predicted greater use  
                                                                                                                     • YSR                           of mature defenses; insecure styles were related to greater  
                                                                                                                     • RSQ                          use of immature defenses. 
Lenzo et al. (2021)                    Community sample     284                       • ASQ                          Maladaptive defense style mediated the relationship  
                                                                                                                     • DSQ                          between insecure attachment and ED symptoms. 
                                                                                                                     • EDI-3                         
Lopez et al. (1997)                    College students          253                       • SPS                            Insecure attachment styles (preoccupied and fearful) were  
                                                                                                                     • PBI                            associated with higher use of splitting defenses, especially  
                                                                                                                     • AASI                         under stress. 
                                                                                                                     • RQ                              
Marks & Vicary (2016)             College students          211                        • ECR-R                      Avoidant individuals used implicit and explicit defensive  
                                                                                                                     • ACL                          processes in response to attachment threats. 
                                                                                                                     • Stroop• LDT              
Mikulincer & Horesh (1999)    College students          70                         • AAS                          Avoidant individuals projected unwanted-self traits;  
                                                                                                                     • SQ                             anxious individuals projected actual-self traits in perception 
                                                                                                                     • Projection Tasks        and memory of others. 
Mikulincer & Orbach (1995)    College students          120                       • AAS                          Avoidant individuals reported high defensiveness and low  
                                                                                                                     • TMAS                       access to negative memories; anxious individuals reported  
                                                                                                                     • MCSDS                     high anxiety and emotional flooding. 
                                                                                                                     • Memory tasks            
Prunas et al. (2019)                   College students          238                       • REM-71                    Immature defenses were positively associated with insecure  
                                                                                                                     • ASQ                          attachment and negatively with secure attachment. Specific 
                                                                                                                     • MOPS                       defenses mapped onto avoidant and anxious attachment. 
Salande & Hawkins (2017)       Online random            55                         • AAQ-II                      Attachment anxiety and avoidance were significantly  
                                                  sample                                                       • IPO                            associated with primitive defenses and identity diffusion. 
                                                                                                                     • ECR-R                       
Tanzilli et al. (2021)                  Clinical sample with   28                         • AAI                           Secure attachment was associated with mature defenses  
                                                  MDD and PDD                                         • RFS                           and better emotion regulation. Insecure attachment linked  
                                                                                                                     • PDC-2                       to less adaptive defensive profiles. 
                                                                                                                     • DMRS-Q                   
Richardson et al. (2023)           College students          250                       • ECR                          Attachment-avoidance predicted defensive isolation;  
                                                                                                                     • DSQ                          attachment-anxiety predicted multiple defenses  
                                                                                                                                                          (e.g., splitting, projective identification) and was a stronger  
                                                                                                                                                          overall predictor of defensive functioning. 
Tmej et al. (2021)                     Female patients           104                       • SCID-I/II                   Changes in attachment security were associated with  
                                                  with BPD                                                  • STIPO                       reductions in maladaptive defenses during treatment. 
                                                                                                                     • AAI                            
Tondar et al. (2017)                   Community sample    352                       • DEQ                          Immature and neurotic defenses were associated with high  
                                                                                                                     • BDI-II                       attachment anxiety and neediness. Specific defense styles  
                                                                                                                     • DSQ                          explained variance in insecure attachment dimensions. 
                                                                                                                     • ECR-R 
                                                                                                                     • SONI 
HRSD-17, Hamilton Depression Rating Scale; BDI-II, Beck Depression Inventory-II; DMRS, Defense Mechanism Rating Scales; PACS, Patient Attachment Coding System; 
ODF, overall defensive functioning; BED, binge-eating disorder; AAS, Adult Attachment Scale; CS, comprehensive system; RSQ, Relationship Styles Questionnaire; DMM, 
Defense Mechanism Manual; TAT, Thematic Apperception Test; EDA, electrodermal activity; REM-71, Response Evaluation Measure-71; YSR, Youth Self-Report; ASQ, 
Attachment Style Questionnaire; DSQ, Defense Style Questionnaire; DFF, Defense Functioning Framework; EDI-3, Eating Disorder Inventory-3; SPS, Splitting Scale; PBI, 
Parental Bonding Instrument; AASI, Adult Attachment Style Indexes; RQ, Relationship Questionnaire; ECR-R, Experiences in Close Relationships–Revised; ACL, Adjective 
Check List; LDT, Lexical Decision Task; SQ, Selves Questionnaire; TMAS, Taylor Manifest Anxiety Scale; MCSDS, Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale; MOPS, 
Measure of Parenting Style; AAQ-II, Acceptance and Action Questionnaire-II; IPO, Inventory of Personality Organization; MDD, major depressive disorder; PDD, persistent 
depressive disorder; AAI, Adult Attachment Interview; RFS, Reflective Functioning Scale; PDC-2, Psychodynamic Diagnostic Chart–2; DMRS-Q, Defense Mechanism 
Rating Scales–Q-Sort; BPD, borderline personality disorder; SCID-I/II, Structured Clinical Interview for DSM; STIPO, Structured Interview for Personality Organization; 
DEQ, Depressive Experiences Questionnaire; SONI, Self-Object Needs Inventory.



Measurement  
The majority of studies relied on self-report measures for both 

defense mechanisms and attachment style. In the case of attach-
ment, self-report methods of attachment style have not always 
yielded the same results or measured the same construct as the in-
terview-based, gold-standard measure of attachment state of mind, 
the AAI (Steele & Steele, 2008). In addition, studies often used a 
variety of attachment classifications, including categorical clas-
sifications (e.g., secure, dismissing, preoccupied) and dimensional 
approaches (i.e., attachment anxiety and avoidance); therefore, 
their terminology was often not directly comparable with different 
studies’ findings that were based on a different attachment ap-
proach. Regarding defense mechanism measures, some evidence 
has indicated that self-report and observer-rated defense ratings 
tend to align (Di Giuseppe et al., 2020; Roisman, 2006; Strauss 
et al., 2015). 

 
Attachment measures 

Most studies used one of several self-report measures to as-
sess attachment styles. The most commonly used is the Relation-
ship Styles Questionnaire (RSQ; Guédeney et al., 2010), which 
assesses attachment patterns and links them to avoidance, prox-
imity seeking, and dependency on others (Cramer & Kelly, 2010; 
Fraley & Brumbaugh, 2007; Fraley & Shaver, 1997; Fraley et al., 
2000). All self-report measures are described in detail in Table 2. 

A minority of studies used observer-rated measures, such as 
the AAI, to measure attachment (Tanzilli et al., 2021; Tmej et al., 
2021). The AAI is generally considered the gold standard of at-
tachment measures and is based on an extensive interview that 
assesses the capacity of adults to make sense of and reflect on 
their childhood and their parents (Steele & Steele, 2005). Addi-
tionally, two novel observer-rated methods were used: the Struc-
tured Interview for Personality Organization (STIPO; Stern et al., 
2010) and the Patient Attachment Coding System (PACS; Talia 
et al., 2017), which can be applied to therapy transcripts or any 
verbatim text and do not require an interview (Békés et al., 2021b; 
Tmej et al., 2021). 

 
Defense mechanism measures 

Self-report, observer-rated, interview-based, and projective 
assessment tools were used to assess defense mechanisms in this 
review’s studies. Most studies used one of the several self-report 
defense mechanisms questionnaires (Laczkovics et al., 2018; 
Lenzo et al., 2021; Lopez et al., 1997; Mikulincer & Orbach, 
1995; Tondar et al., 2017; Prunas et al., 2019; Salande & 
Hawkins, 2017); for the list of self-report measures and their char-
acteristics, see Table 2. 

One study (Békés et al., 2021a) used the Defense Mechanism 
Rating Scales (DMRS; Perry, 1990), an observer-rated measure 
that locates 30 defenses as they occur in a transcript of a clinical 
interview or psychotherapy session, categorizes them into three 
defensive categories (i.e., Mature, Neurotic, and Immature; Im-
mature category includes Depressive and Non-depressive de-
fenses), and seven hierarchically ordered defense levels (Di 
Giuseppe & Perry, 2021). A Q-sort computerized version of the 
DMRS was also developed (DMRS-Q) (Di Giuseppe et al., 2014). 
The DMRS-Q is an observer-rated method that allows coders with 
minimal training to reliably rate the intensity/frequency/presence 
of 150 behaviors, communications, relational dynamics, or coping 
mechanisms, each associated with a defense mechanism (Békés 
et al., 2021a). The scoring system of the DMRS-Q is automatic 

and consistent with the original DMRS (Tanzilli et al., 2021). 
The STIPO (Stern et al., 2010) was used to assess defenses 

in one study (Tmej et al., 2021). In another study (Berant & Wald, 
2009), defensiveness was assessed through the Rorschach Inkblot 
test (Hertz, 1935) using Exner’s comprehensive system (Exner, 
1993) to code patient responses, which is a well-established scor-
ing method. In another study (Cramer & Kelly, 2010), defensive-
ness was assessed using the Thematic Apperception Test (TAT; 
Hibbard et al., 1994), a standard projective method that involves 
showing patients different pictures on cards and asking them to 
tell a story for each card. The responses generated are coded using 
the Defense Mechanism Manual (Cramer, 1991).  

Notably, two studies assessed defenses using either the DMRS 
or the DMRS-Q on AAI transcripts (Carlucci et al., 2023; Carone 
et al., 2025). A list of the defense and attachment measures used 
in each reviewed study is included in Table 1. 

 
Research design 

Most studies analyzed cross-sectional relationships between 
certain types of defenses and certain types of attachment styles in 
non-clinical populations; only two studies used a longitudinal de-
sign by assessing defense mechanisms and attachment in clinical 
populations at different points over the course of psychotherapy 
(Békés et al., 2021; Tmej et al., 2021). Six studies involved an 
experimental setting where participants’ defenses were intention-
ally activated through attachment-based stimuli before facilitating 
a recall activity, such as details of an attachment-laden story. These 
studies then analyzed the quality of participants’ defenses in their 
responses to targeted questions (Fraley and Brumbaugh, 2007; 
Fraley & Shaver, 1997; Fraley et al., 2000; Marks & Vicary, 2016; 
Mikulincer & Horesh, 1999; Mikulincer & Orbach, 1995), with 
the aim of assessing whether the defensive reactions were related 
to certain attachment styles, or the attachment styles were con-
nected with certain types of defensive functioning. 

 
Relationship between defense mechanisms  
and attachment  

Studies on the relationship between defense mechanisms and 
attachment mainly focused on how individuals process relational 
stress and regulate affect. Broadly, they found that avoidant or dis-
missive individuals tend to engage in defensive processes that 
limit emotional exposure, while anxious or preoccupied individ-
uals often struggle with emotion regulation and rely on less adap-
tive defenses. The following sections outline empirical findings 
organized by key themes: i) emotion and affect, ii) maladaptive 
behavior and beliefs, iii) psychotherapy and change, and iv) re-
flective functioning. 

 
Emotion and affect 

Experimental studies involving the activation of relational de-
fenses have shown that avoidant or dismissive adults may be less 
clinically vulnerable than previously assumed. Their implicit and 
explicit regulation strategies or defenses limit attention to, encod-
ing of, and recall of attachment-related information, reducing dis-
tress exposure (Fraley & Brumbaugh, 2007; Fraley & Shaver, 
1997; Fraley et al., 2000; Marks & Vicary, 2016). However, 
avoidant individuals may project disowned traits onto others, sug-
gesting reliance on the defense mechanism of projection (Mikulin-
cer & Horesh, 1999). In contrast, anxiously attached individuals 
tend to project traits more diffusely, reflecting less distorted in-
terpersonal perceptions. 
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Table 2. Description of self-report measures of defenses and attachment. 

Study                                                             Measure                                            Description of measure 
Defense Mechanisms 
Békés et al. (2021); Carlucci et al. (2023)             DMRS (Perry, 1990)                                Observer-rated measure including 30 defense mechanisms  
                                                                                                                                                  categorized into mature, neurotic, and immature styles; includes  
                                                                                                                                                  an ODF score. 
Cramer & Kelly (2010)                                          DMM (Cramer, 1991)                              Projective scoring system applied to TAT responses; evaluates  
                                                                                                                                                  the frequency of denial, projection, and identification; item  
                                                                                                                                                  count depends on the number of TAT stories coded. 
Laczkovics et al. (2018); Prunas et al. (2019)       REM-71 (Steiner et al., 2001)                  71-item self-report questionnaire assessing a wide range of  
                                                                                                                                                  defense mechanisms across adaptive and maladaptive defense  
                                                                                                                                                  styles. 
Lenzo et al. (2021); Tondar et al. (2017)               DSQ (Bond, 1992)                                    40 items for 20 defense mechanisms, organized in under  
                                                                                                                                                  Immature, Mature, Image-distorting and Neurotic defense  
                                                                                                                                                  categories. 
Lopez et al. (1997)                                                 SPS (Gerson, 1984)                                  14-item self-report measure assessing the characteristic use of  
                                                                                                                                                  splitting as a defense. 
Mikulincer & Orbach (1995)                                 TMAS and MCSDS                                 Repressive defensiveness is measured by using two self-report  
                                                                                                                                                  measures: a 50-item scale measuring anxiety symptoms and  
                                                                                                                                                  the 33-item self-report questionnaire that assesses whether or  
                                                                                                                                                  not respondents are concerned with social approval. 
Prunas et al. (2019)                                                REM-71                                                    A 71-item questionnaire based on a developmental model of  
                                                                                                                                                  defenses. 
Carone et al. (2025); Tanzilli et al. (2021)            DMRS-Q (Di Giuseppe & Perry, 2021)  Observer-rated Q-sort with 150 items representing specific  
                                                                                                                                                  behaviors or communication patterns; items are sorted to  
                                                                                                                                                  assess 30 defense mechanisms hierarchically ordered into  
                                                                                                                                                  seven levels of defensive maturity; includes an ODF score. 
Attachment  
Békés et al. (2021)                                                  PACS (Talia et al., 2017)                          Observer-rated coding system applied to verbatim therapy  
                                                                                                                                                  transcripts; no fixed item count; assesses in-session attachment  
                                                                                                                                                  patterns based on discourse markers and narrative structure. 
Berant & Wald (2009);                                          AAS (Collins & Read, 1990)                   18-item self-report questionnaire measuring comfort with  
Mikulincer & Horesh (1999);                                                                                                  closeness, dependence on others, and anxiety about  
Mikulincer & Orbach (1995)                                                                                                    abandonment using a Likert scale. 
Berant & Wald (2009)                                            RQ adapted (Mikulincer et al., 1990)      10-item Hebrew-language adaptation of Hazan and Shaver’s  
                                                                                                                                                  (1987) RQ; assessing adult secure, avoidant, and  
                                                                                                                                                  anxious/ambivalent attachment styles through participants’  
                                                                                                                                                  agreement with brief statements. 
Cramer & Kelly et al. (2010);                               RQ (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991)    A brief self-report tool where individuals identify or rate  
Lopez et al. (1997)                                                                                                                    themselves on four adult attachment styles: secure, preoccupied,  
                                                                                                                                                  fearful, and dismissive. 
Fraley & Shaver (1997);                                        RSQ                                                          The RSQ extends on the RQ and contains 30 short statements,  
Fraley & Brumbaugh (2007);                                                                                                   the participants rate the extent to which each statement best  
Fraley et al. (2000);                                                                                                                  describes their characteristic style in close relationships on a  
Laczkovics et al. (2018)                                                                                                           Likert scale. 
Lenzo et al. (2021); Prunas et al. (2019)               ASQ (Fossati et al., 2003)                        40 self-report items assigned to five scales: Confidence,  
                                                                                                                                                  Discomfort with Closeness, Need for Approval, Preoccupation  
                                                                                                                                                  with Relationships, and Relationships as Secondary. 
Lopez et al. (1997)                                                 PBI (Parker et al., 1979)                           Measures childhood attachment bonds through participants’  
                                                                                                                                                  retrospective self-reports of the quality of their childhood 
                                                                                                                                                  emotional bonds with their parents 
Lopez et al. (1997);                                                AASI (Shaver & Hazan, 1987)                Single-choice self-report measure in which participants select  
Mikulincer & Horesh (1999);                                                                                                  one of three brief paragraph descriptions: secure, avoidant,  
Mikulincer & Orbach (1995)                                                                                                    or anxious/ambivalent, that best reflects their romantic  
                                                                                                                                                  attachment style. 
Carlucci et al. (2023);                                            ECR-R (Fraley et al., 2000)                     A 36-item attachment measure that assesses attachment anxiety 
Marks & Vicary (2016);                                                                                                           and avoidance. 
Salande & Hawkins (2017);  
Tondar et al. (2017)                                                                                                                    
Carlucci et al. (2023); Carone et al. (2025);         AAI (Main et al., 1985)                            Semi-structured interview assessing adult attachment based on  
Tanzilli et al. (2021); Tmej et al. (2021)                                                                                  discourse coherence and reflective capacity; responses are  
                                                                                                                                                  coded with validated classification criteria; no fixed item count. 
DMRS, Defense Mechanism Rating Scales; ODF, overall defensive functioning; DMM, Defense Mechanism Manual; TAT, Thematic Apperception Test; REM-17, 
Response Evaluation Measure-71; DSQ, Defense Style Questionnaire; SPS, Splitting Scale; TMAS, Taylor Manifest Anxiety Scale; MCSDS, Marlowe-Crowne Social 
Desirability Scale; DMRS-Q, Defense Mechanism Rating Scales–Q-Sort; PACS, Patient Attachment Coding System; AAS, Adult Attachment Scale; RQ, Relationship 
Questionnaire; RQS, Relationship Styles Questionnaire; ASQ, Attachment Style Questionnaire; PBI, Parental Bonding Instrument; AASI, Adult Attachment Style Indexes; 
ECR-R, Experiences in Close Relationships Scale–Revised; AAI, Adult Attachment Interview.



Mikulincer and Orbach (1995) found that although both anx-
ious and avoidant individuals reported anxiety when recalling 
early experiences, avoidant individuals exhibited higher defen-
siveness and better affect inhibition, limiting emotional general-
ization. Anxious individuals, in contrast, had better access to 
emotional memories but were more prone to overgeneralizing 
negative affect. Supporting these trends, Berant and Wald (2009) 
found that attachment anxiety was associated with anxiety-linked 
Rorschach responses, including boundary blurring, projective 
identification, and use of devaluation as a defense. Lopez et al. 
(1997) similarly reported greater use of splitting among preoccu-
pied and fearful individuals, with stress increasing this tendency 
in dismissive and preoccupied participants. 

 
Maladaptive behavior and beliefs 

Multiple studies confirm that insecure attachment is associ-
ated with greater use of neurotic and immature defenses, whereas 
secure attachment corresponds to mature defense use (Békés et 
al., 2021; Prunas et al., 2019). Preoccupied or ambivalent attach-
ment is particularly associated with fantasy, projection, and other 
immature defenses. In contrast, avoidant attachment is more 
linked to splitting and repression (Prunas et al., 2019). Similarly, 
Richardson et al. (2023) found that among college students, at-
tachment-avoidance predicted defensive isolation, while attach-
ment-anxiety was associated with a wider array of immature 
defenses, such as splitting and projective identification, and 
emerged as a stronger predictor of overall defensive functioning 
(ODF). In a clinical sample of abusive parents, fearful attachment 
was associated with denial, occasional projection, and possible 
dissociative processes, such as difficulty encoding aspects of a 
TAT image (Cramer & Kelly, 2010). Dismissive parents used pro-
jection more frequently, while preoccupied individuals tended to 
identify with their own abusive parents. 

Laczkovics et al. (2018) found that insecure attachment styles 
were linked to the defensive strategy of assimilation (interpreting 
experiences according to rigid internal schemas), while secure at-
tachment predicted accommodation (schema flexibility). This dis-
tinction was linked to psychopathology, including depression. 
Similarly, Lenzo et al. (2021) reported that maladaptive defenses 
mediated the relationship between insecure attachment and eating 
disorder symptoms, whereas secure attachment and confident de-
fenses were protective. 

Salande and Hawkins (2017) found that attachment anxiety 
was associated with low psychological flexibility, higher use of 
primitive defenses, and greater identity diffusion – traits linked to 
personality disorders. Tondar et al. (2017) also showed that need-
iness and self-criticism, common in attachment-anxious individ-
uals, were related to high use of immature defenses and lower use 
of mature defenses. Finally, Carlucci et al. (2023) found that in 
their study, which included women with or without binge eating 
disorder, and with being overweight or of normal weight, more 
adaptive defensive functioning was significantly correlated with 
lower attachment avoidance and anxiety. 

 
Change in psychotherapy 

Three studies have examined the evolution of attachment and 
defense mechanisms throughout psychotherapy. Békés et al. 
(2021) found that neurotic and immature defenses at therapy onset 
predicted increased avoidant attachment later in treatment, poten-
tially indicating reduced relational anxiety. Immature, non-depres-
sive defenses predicted reductions in preoccupied attachment. 

Interestingly, preoccupied attachment early in treatment correlated 
positively with ODF and later negatively with depressive imma-
ture defenses. 

Tmej et al. (2021) explored change in attachment and de-
fenses among women with BPD receiving transference-focused 
psychotherapy (TFP). Two trajectories of attachment change 
emerged: a “straightforward” shift from insecure to predominantly 
secure attachment, and a less direct shift toward more balanced 
functioning. Patients also reduced their use of maladaptive de-
fenses (e.g., acting out, devaluation, splitting) and showed im-
proved coherence in conceptualizing relational experiences. 

Tanzilli et al. (2021) contributed further evidence by showing 
that securely attached patients with higher reflective functioning 
displayed greater overall defensive maturity. These findings sug-
gest that secure attachment and reflective capacity are linked to 
the use of more adaptive defenses. 

 
Defensive maturity and reflective functioning  

Reflective functioning, or mentalization, appears to play a key 
role in moderating the link between attachment and defensive 
strategies. Individuals with secure attachment and higher reflec-
tive functioning exhibit greater emotional balance and are less re-
liant on immature defenses to manage painful early experiences 
(Steele & Steele, 2008; Tanzilli et al., 2021). These individuals 
tend to use mature defenses, enhancing affect regulation and in-
terpersonal functioning. Conversely, low reflective functioning in 
insecurely attached individuals may contribute to defensive rigid-
ity and psychological vulnerability. 

 
 

Discussion 
This narrative review synthesized findings from 20 peer-re-

viewed, empirical studies that investigated the relationship be-
tween attachment styles and defense mechanisms using validated 
quantitative measures in adolescent and adult populations. The 
results suggest a consistent association between insecure attach-
ment styles and the use of immature and neurotic defenses, while 
secure attachment tends to correlate with more mature defense 
functioning. 

The findings converge with developmental models positing 
that attachment and defensive functioning are closely intertwined. 
Both systems serve protective functions that emerge early in life 
and evolve through interpersonal experiences. The findings align 
with Bowlby’s (1987) conceptualization, in which defense mech-
anisms arise as responses to the pain and distress experienced 
when attachment needs are not met. These early and repeated ex-
periences often result in the exclusion of painful relational expe-
riences from awareness, and over time, they will shape the way 
an individual perceives and responds to attachment clues and 
processes. The reviewed studies support this proposition, showing 
that individuals with insecure attachment patterns – particularly 
dismissing/avoidant and preoccupied/anxious types – tend to em-
ploy defensive strategies aimed at downregulating emotional dis-
tress and minimizing the perception of threats. (Békés et al., 2021; 
Cramer & Kelly, 2010). Secure attachment, in contrast, is associ-
ated with the capacity to process affectively laden information 
without distorting reality through primitive or neurotic defenses 
(Dykas & Cassidy, 2011; Kobak & Bosmans, 2019; Luyten et al., 
2021). Our findings thus appear to imply that attachment styles 
may indeed reflect defensive strategies originating in early child-
hood (Bowlby, 1987).  
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These associations were supported across various study de-
signs and measurement approaches. For instance, experimental 
studies found that avoidant individuals often suppress attach-
ment-related content at both cognitive and physiological levels 
(Fraley & Shaver, 1997; Fraley et al., 2000), whereas anxious 
individuals tend to project traits associated with the self more 
diffusely onto others (Mikulincer & Horesh, 1999). These pat-
terns indicate distinct defensive profiles associated with different 
attachment strategies. 

Several studies identified clinically relevant patterns in de-
fensive functioning across attachment styles. For example, anx-
ious attachment was associated with the defense of devaluation 
in projective testing (Berant & Wald, 2009), while avoidant and 
preoccupied individuals demonstrated greater use of splitting 
under relational stress (Lopez et al., 1997). These findings have 
implications for the psychotherapy process, including the emer-
gence of ruptures or alliance difficulties in patients with insecure 
attachment who rely on relationally destabilizing defenses. 

Other studies identified defense styles that may impede or fa-
cilitate treatment response. Salande and Hawkins (2017) and Ton-
dar et al. (2017) reported that attachment anxiety was associated 
with lower psychological flexibility and greater reliance on prim-
itive defenses and identity diffusion – features often linked to per-
sonality disorders. Similarly, Laczkovics et al. (2018) found that 
insecure attachment predicted the use of assimilation as a defen-
sive process, potentially mediating depressive symptoms, while 
Lenzo et al. (2021) found that maladaptive defense styles medi-
ated the link between insecure attachment and eating disorder 
symptoms. 

The two longitudinal studies included in this review offer 
valuable insights into the potential for therapeutic change in both 
attachment and defense mechanisms. Békés et al. (2021a) found 
that individuals presenting with neurotic and immature defenses 
early in treatment demonstrated a shift toward avoidant attach-
ment later in therapy, potentially reflecting a reduction in rela-
tional anxiety. Non-depressive immature defenses were 
particularly predictive of reductions in preoccupied attachment. 
Conversely, individuals with depressive immature defenses 
showed less improvement, suggesting that such defenses may hin-
der relational engagement and reflective functioning – both criti-
cal components in the development of secure attachment (Steele 
& Steele, 2005, 2008). 

Notably, defensive functioning assessed early in treatment did 
not always correspond to expected patterns. For example, partic-
ipants with preoccupied attachment exhibited relatively high ODF 
at treatment onset, which may reflect limitations of assessing de-
fenses before emotionally triggering material has been activated 
in the therapeutic process. These findings highlight the importance 
of considering timing and context when evaluating defensive 
functioning in psychotherapy. 

Tmej et al. (2021) extended these findings by examining pa-
tients with BPD undergoing one year of TFP. Their results indi-
cated significant shifts in both attachment classifications and 
defense use. Patients demonstrated reductions in maladaptive de-
fenses – such as acting out, devaluation, and splitting – and in-
creased coherence in describing relational experiences. Although 
some individuals experienced increased anxiety as they relin-
quished defensive avoidance, their narratives reflected greater 
emotional integration and complexity. These results suggest that 
TFP, with its emphasis on relational exploration and interpretation 
of transference, may be effective in promoting shifts toward more 
secure attachment and mature defensive functioning. 

Cramer and Kelly’s (2010) study offered further clinical in-

sight by examining abusive parents. The results indicated that 
fearful attachment was associated with reliance on denial and dif-
ficulty encoding emotionally salient content, suggesting possible 
dissociative tendencies. In contrast, dismissive and preoccupied 
parents were more likely to employ projection or defensive iden-
tification, respectively. These findings suggest that different at-
tachment profiles are associated with distinct defensive 
constellations, with implications for tailoring therapeutic inter-
ventions. For instance, parents with fearful attachment may re-
quire interventions focused on enhancing emotional awareness 
and tolerance before deeper relational work can be undertaken. 

Reflective functioning emerged as a potential mechanism 
linking attachment security to defensive maturity. Securely at-
tached individuals demonstrated higher levels of reflective func-
tioning and mature defense use (Tanzilli et al., 2021), consistent 
with models proposing that mentalization supports emotion reg-
ulation and interpersonal understanding (Steele & Steele, 2005, 
2008). These findings suggest that therapies that enhance reflec-
tive functioning may also support shifts in both attachment and 
defensive functioning. 

 
Limitations and future directions 

Despite the promising findings, this review identified several 
methodological limitations in the current literature. Many studies 
relied exclusively on self-report measures, which, although 
shown to be aligned with observer-rated assessments (e.g., Di 
Giuseppe et al., 2020), may not adequately capture unconscious 
processes such as defense mechanisms or internal working mod-
els of attachment. Only a minority used observer-rated or inter-
view-based assessments, such as the AAI or the DMRS, the 
gold-standard measures in attachment and defense research, re-
spectively, and which are better suited for capturing the complex-
ity of these constructs. Given that self-report measures 
dramatically reduce time and labor required to obtain attachment 
and defense scores, this choice is understandable and increases 
the feasibility of measuring these constructs; however, findings 
should be interpreted as reflecting perceived rather than actual 
attachment and defensive characteristics.  In addition, the litera-
ture often fails to clearly distinguish between attachment state of 
mind (coherence measures in the AAI) and attachment style (self-
report of current attachment style in close relationships). In fact, 
Roisman et al. (2007) pointed out that the two are only trivially 
to weakly correlated, suggesting that they capture related but 
nonetheless distinct aspects of attachment. Future studies could 
further explore these differences and the overlap. Moreover, most 
studies used cross-sectional designs, limiting conclusions about 
developmental trajectories or treatment effects. 

In addition, studies used various attachment classification sys-
tems, which were often not directly comparable given their dif-
ferent theoretical approaches; future studies using multiple 
attachment measures that are able to capture both dimensional and 
categorical aspects could be helpful to map overlaps and differ-
ences. New initiatives combining defense and attachment theory 
have developed a self-report tool specifically to capture and assess 
defense mechanisms associated with attachment processes 
(Richardson et al., 2025). 

There is also limited research examining clinical populations 
longitudinally or comparing different therapeutic modalities. Only 
one study (Tmej et al., 2021) explicitly examined changes in both 
attachment and defense mechanisms over the course of a specific 
treatment. Future research would benefit from using multi-method 
assessments and incorporating repeated measures designs to ex-
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amine how these systems change over time and in response to dif-
ferent interventions. 

 
Clinical implications 

Across studies, the findings suggest that attachment-related 
defensive patterns have direct implications for clinical work. As-
sessing attachment and defensive functioning at an early point of 
treatment can inform decisions regarding treatment focus and 
length. Attachment insecurity may imply an increased need to 
focus on relational work, addressing patterns both inside and out-
side the therapy, compared to securely attached patients. Being 
aware of common defensive tendencies associated with different 
attachment styles might be especially helpful to understand pa-
tients’ presenting dynamics. For example, avoidant patients may 
require a slow and careful building of the therapeutic alliance and 
exploration of attachment-related clinical material, whereas anx-
iously attached patients might need more active support in regu-
lating affect and navigating potential alliance ruptures. Moreover, 
early assessment of defensive functioning can inform treatment 
length as lower defensive functioning has been consistently linked 
to lower psychological functioning and diminished treatment ef-
ficacy (Bekes et al., 2024; Perry & Bond, 2012). Carefully mon-
itoring in-session defensive reactions can provide important clues 
about internal conflicts and when they get triggered, and address-
ing defenses used outside of therapy can provide important in-
sights into the patients’ general everyday functioning. Finally, if 
these mechanisms can indeed be viewed as mechanisms of 
change, as Békés et al. (2021) and Tmej et al. (2021) proposed, 
directly addressing them through interpretations and corrective 
relational experiences in a secure therapeutic relationship holds 
the promise of shifting longstanding underlying mechanisms that 
might positively impact on psychological symptoms. 

Furthermore, given that early caregiving shapes internal work-
ing models and defensive responses (Bowlby, 1988; Steele & 
Steele, 2008), parenting interventions that aim to increase parents’ 
own emotion regulation, stress tolerance, mentalization capacity, 
and foster emotional attunement to their child, may impact the 
child’s attachment distress and related defensive reactions. This 
change may lead to the development of more secure attachment 
and mature defensive functioning in the child, and ultimately lead 
to healthier psychological development in the long run.  

 
 

Conclusions 
The findings reviewed here underscore the close relationship 

between attachment and defense mechanisms. These systems ap-
pear to co-develop and co-regulate, and their dynamic interaction 
may influence psychological functioning across the lifespan. Fu-
ture research should further explore how attachment-based inter-
ventions can modify defensive functioning and how shifts in 
defense use may, in turn, facilitate more secure attachment. Given 
the centrality of both constructs in shaping internal experience 
and interpersonal behavior, this line of inquiry holds promise for 
advancing theory and improving clinical practice. 
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