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The high level of stress in modern society poses a need to study family factors and re-
sources for the development of children’s defense mechanisms in the current social envi-
ronment. This study investigates correlations between maternal and child psychological 
defense mechanisms, using interviews, a structured clinical survey, projective drawing, 
and a projective game. Analysis of data from 240 people (120 children and 120 mothers) 
revealed specifics of the formation of psychological defense mechanisms among children 
aged 4 to 12 years in child-mother relationships. We suggest that maternal and child de-
fense mechanisms have some isomorphic traits, but the level and quality of isomorphism 
changes with each age period of the child. Certain defensive mechanisms of mother and 
child appear with the same frequency. The child’s gender influences the correlation be-
tween the mother’s and child’s psychological defense mechanisms. Initially, children are 
more likely to directly copy defense mechanisms observed from the mother’s behavior. As 
they grow older, they use defenses that they have learned consciously. Based on empirical 
data, we also found a correlation between the maturity of the maternal psychological de-
fense mechanisms and specifics of child psychological defense mechanisms. We propose 
that the maturity of maternal psychological defense mechanisms has the greatest mean-
ing for child psychological defense mechanisms at the earliest stages of ontogenesis — it 
provides consistency between the mother’s own psychological defense mechanisms and 
the psychological defense mechanisms that she teaches her child.

Keywords: psychological defense mechanisms, coping strategies, child-mother relation-
ships, maternal teaching

introduction
A constructive psychological defense mechanism (PDM), which implies rare re-
sort to such negative defenses as denial, regression, or reaction formation, is as-
sociated with a high level of personal hardiness (Filippovich, 2014). Many Russian 
and international scientists have studied how the family influences a developing 
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child’s psychological defenses and coping behavior (M. Maler, M. Klein, A. Freud, 
J. Bowlby, D. Winnicott, I. Nikolskaia, R. Granovskaia, A. Zakharov, T. Kriukova, 
E. Kuftiak, E. Eidemiller, V. Yustickis, and others). A child’s defensive repertoire is 
formed in child-parent relationships, when the child faces situations that can be 
identified as traumatic, ambiguous, and threatening to child’s identity (Docenko, 
2009; Eidemiller & Yustickis, 1999; Leontiev, 2009; Nikolskaia & Granovskaia, 
2001). Both the general family situation and the parents’ defensive behavior influ-
ence a child’s defensive repertoire (Ainsworth, 1977; Bowlby, 1982; Eidemiller & 
Yustickis, 1999).

The system of psychological defenses in the context of this research is defined 
as an implicit scheme of reacting to basic difficulties in life, which prevents the 
personality from losing its identity. The effectiveness of this system is closely con-
nected with personal hardiness and coping abilities; it provides moderate filtration 
and processing of traumatic information, and a constructive system defends the 
personal identity without losing touch with reality.

A. Freud (1936) first discovered the important role of the microsocial environ-
ment in the development of the child’s psychological defenses, while she was study-
ing their meaning for resolving external sociogenic conflicts. She examined such 
defense mechanisms as perceptive, intellectual, and motor automatisms of different 
complexity levels, which are formed in the process of volitional and involuntary 
learning. Traumatic events in early interpersonal relationships were hypothesized 
to be a key factor in the development of psychological defense mechanisms.

Russian psychologists have also studied parent-child relationships a great deal 
(G. Burmenskaia, M. Buianov, A. Varg, B. Garbuzov, V. Lebedinskii, E. Sokolova, 
V. Stolin, E. Eidemiller, V. Yustickis, and others). Thetructure and dynamics of 
coping strategies in a family and the role of physical punishment in a family were 
studied by E. Kuftjak (2012, 2013). The experiments of E. Sokolova (2011, 1989) re-
vealed that parental emotional rejection and emotional symbiosis block the child’s 
tendency for rejection or attraction, respectively. These disturbances can develop 
in the child a feeling of helplessness and can trigger the formation of psychological 
defense mechanisms. The ontogenesis of psychological defenses is a heterochro-
nous process of formation of new adaptive forms of behavior, which have both a 
conscious and unconscious character (Portnova & Bogomolov, 2008).

Gender differences have been well studied at the preschool age. Neverthe-
less, researchers have focused mainly on general differences in children’s behavior. 
Thus, it is well known that boys are more active, and they aggressively explore the 
environment; they are disposed to independence and isolation, whereas girls are 
more disposed to social contact and friendship (Kostikova, 2000). In addition, girls’ 
speech development proceeds more rapidly in preschool and primary school than 
boys’ speech (Ushakova, 2006). P. Cramer and W. College (2000) argue that defens-
es directed toward other people (transferring one’s own conflict to environment) 
are more typical of men, whereas defenses implying changes in personal perception 
of events are more typical of women (Solovyova, 2013). Considering these gender 
specifics, we suggest that boys’ prevailing defense mechanism is avoidance and they 
are disposed to isolation, whereas girls tend to seek social support more actively 
and use mostly verbal defense mechanisms.
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With respect to age and the specifics of children’s psychological defense mecha-
nisms, Belova (2011) showed that the disreplacement defense mechanism is more 
frequently used at primary school age than at preschool age, which could be due to 
the child’s engaging in an aggressive environment.

Nikolskaia and Granovskaia (2001) investigated gender differences in chil-
dren’s psychological defense mechanisms in primary school. They argued that 
“old” defense mechanisms, formed at preschool age, are consolidated at the age 
of 7–12. Boys tend to active intervention in a situation (struggling, fighting, 
verbal abuse) twice as often as girls, emotional discharge, and are disposed to 
withdrawal and distraction (dreaming, relaxation), whereas girls tend to seek 
social support (crying, hugging). Hence, boys discharge their emotions by social 
aggression and girls seek sympathy and understanding as a base of support in 
coping with difficult situations. The phenomena of children adopting the defen-
sive and coping behavior of adults has also been well studied by many research-
ers (Kuftiak, 2012, 2013). Nevertheless, the specifics of psychological defenses 
in a mother’s interactions with her son or daughter have still been insufficiently 
explored.

Based on existing knowledge about children’s psychological defense mecha-
nisms, we can say that their development is shaped by both environmental factors 
(social situation, microsocial relationships) and inherent factors (gender, specifics 
of intellectual and emotional development, age). As the psychology of personal-
ity is a complex system concept, psychological processes should be investigated 
using a systems approach. Studies of the I-conception, personality development, 
self-realization, and system determination have been conducted according to the 
system approach (Asmolov, 2007). Existing scientific models and concepts focus on 
different aspects of the function of psychological defense mechanisms, but do not 
give a clear picture of the developing child’s psychological defense mechanisms in 
the context of child-mother relations.

Method
In psychological science and clinical practice, the mother more often than the fa-
ther plays the most active role in the child’s upbringing and responds to the child’s 
request for psychological support. The goal of this research is to discover specifics 
of interconnection between child and maternal psychological defense systems, in 
relation to the child’s gender and age. We assume child–mother relationships to be 
the basis of forming the child’s defenses.

We conducted the following research tasks:

1. We analyzed the correlation between maternal maturity and the child’s psy-
chological defense mechanisms.

2. We tested our hypothesis about the isomorphism of the mother’s and child’s 
psychological defense mechanisms in different age groups.

3. We searched for common characteristics among children’s psychological 
defense mechanisms (intensity of stress perception, sociability, level of self-
esteem, need for additional defenses, and anxiety level).
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This study is generally based on the system approach, particularly the holistic 
concept of developing psychological defenses in one’s personal life support sys-
tem. This involves a multilevel system of psychological reactions, the main func-
tions of which are protecting personal integrity, providing optimum adaptation to 
life circumstances, and discovering the necessary resources for personal develop-
ment (Belova, 2011). Scientific knowledge about psychological defenses can be 
systematized based on the concept of a personal life-support system, taking into 
consideration all significant factors of their formation (age and gender, threats to 
the child’s identity, resources, and maturity of the maternal psychological defense 
mechanisms). This methodological approach allows us to investigate interactions 
of maternal and child defensive systems in diverse aspects and to draw prognostic 
conclusions.

In our research, maternal “teaching of psychological defense mechanisms” re-
fers to the purposeful transfer of skills and knowledge, that is the mother’s verbal 
instructions, advice, explanations to the child about how to react to stress, or non-
verbal encouragement and direction of the child’s defensive behavior in the way she 
considers best for the child.

The maturity of a psychological defense mechanisms is an integral concept, im-
plying a wide range and great flexibility of defensive repertoire. It can be measured 
by the optimal “intensity of defensive behavior,”1 characterized by the optimal fre-
quency of using defense mechanisms and the prevailing usage of secondary (higher 
level) psychological defense mechanisms (Docenko, 2009; Nikolskaia, 2012). Ma-
ture maternal psychological defense mechanisms use mostly constructive defense 
mechanisms and the maternal teaching process corresponds to the mother’s own 
defensive behavior. This has great meaning for the consistency of upbringing. A 
mother with mature psychological defense mechanisms is more conscious of what 
she is doing, and her verbal teaching is supported by experience; she uses in her 
own behavioral practice the psychological defense mechanisms that she teaches. 
Congruency and consistency between the mother’s defensive behavior and her ver-
bal teaching provide favorable conditions for the child’s interiorization of the psy-
chological defense mechanisms that his or her mother has approved.

To group the mothers in our sample according to the maturity of their psy-
chological defense mechanism system, we used both quantitative and qualitative 
approaches. First, we defined three groups on the basis of data on the difference 
between the quantity of constructive and destructive defenses. We verified the 
results with the “Life Style Index” questionnaire, using expert assessment. Five 
experts in family psychological clinical practice and competent in issues of PDM 
were asked to divide the mothers into three groups of PDM maturity, based on the 
mothers’ answers to a structured interview. Then we compared the results of the 
grouping by relatively qualitative and quantitative methods. The results matched 
completely.

1 The intensity of defensive behavior was defined as the intensity of defense mechanisms in be-
havior. It was calculated on the basis of the “Life Style Index” questionnaire, developed by 
Plutchik, Kellerman, and Konte (1979), using the following formula: n/92  × 100%, where n is 
the sum of all checked answers in the questionnaire.
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Methods for this study were chosen in accord with the main research purpose. 
They are questioning, interviewing, testing, and projective methods (drawing, 
game).

For gathering data about mothers, we used:

1. A structured interview, which was necessary for the psychological anam-
nesis and to gather information about qualitative specifics of the mother’s 
psychological defense mechanisms and the child’s defensive behavior in 
threat situations.

2. The “Life Style Index” questionnaire, developed by Plutchik, Kellerman, and 
Konte (1979) and adapted for Russian samples by Romanova and Greben-
nikov (1996) and by Vasserman, Eryshev, and Klubova (2005). The method 
identifies eight basic defensive mechanisms (denial, repression, displace-
ment, compensation, reaction formation, projection, intellectualization, 
and regression) and helps to identify prevailing primary or secondary per-
sonal defenses. This instrument is introduced in a convenient standardized 
form and has high diagnostic capability for this research.

For gathering data about children, we used:

1. The method of serial drawings and stories developed by Nikolskaia (2010). 
It has sufficient diagnostic value in work with children because of its con-
sistent conversations based on drawings. The conversations proceed as 
a sequence: making contact, identifying a stressful situation, and coping 
with stress, including bringing to bear the child’s inner resources. Stories 
suggested for drawings have such topics as “I am”, “When I’m sad”, “It is 
hard for me”, “Something I do not want to remember”, “I’m so glad, I’m so 
happy” (Nikolskaia, 2010).

2. A projective game called “Finish the Story”, which allows projection of the 
child’s emotional statements, coping techniques, and psychological defens-
es in a maximally natural way, because of the comfortable and safe situation 
of a game. Our choice of this method was based on the assumption that 
games are the main and most natural activity of a child (Elkonin, 1999; 
Vygotsky, 1982).

3. A projective drawing method called “Person under the Rain”, which pro-
vides information about the strength of the child’s Ego development, stress-
resistance, and coping with stressful situations. This method is used to 
diagnose personal reserves and to identify the specifics of defense mecha-
nisms.

We used data about types and frequency of defenses expressed by children in 
correlation analysis to investigate relationships between the mother’s and child’s 
psychological defense mechanisms. The “Person under the Rain” method of projec-
tive drawing was used for verification of data about the child’s PDM gathered by 
mean of the first two methods.

Sample characteristics. In total 240 people were tested, including 120 mothers 
and 120 children (64 girls and 56 boys). There were 57 children aged 4 to 6 years, 
31 children aged 7 to 9 years, and 32 children aged 10 to 12 years.
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Data analysis was carried out in the following sequence:

1. Examination of correlations between maturity level of maternal psycho-
logical defense mechanisms and specifics of the children’s psychological 
defense mechanisms:
a) Classification of mothers in groups by maturity level of psychological 

defense mechanisms on the basis of the “Life Style Index” questionnaire 
and verified by experts;

b) Verification of the classification of the groups by discriminant ana-
lysis;

c) Examination of correlations between maturity level of maternal psy-
chological defense mechanisms and specifics of interpersonal behav-
ioral defenses using the Spearman coefficient test p-values.

2. Investigation of isomorphism of maternal and child psychological defense 
mechanisms;

3. Investigation of common characteristics among children’s psychological 
defense mechanisms (intensity of stress perception, sociability, level of self-
esteem, need for additional defenses and anxiety level).

Methods of data analysis: content analysis, Kruskal–Wallis test, Spearman coef-
ficient test p-values, discriminant analysis, frequency analysis. For processing data, 
we used the professional software SPSS Statistics 19.0.

Results
Expert analysis yielded three groups of mothers, verified by discriminant analysis:

1. 23 mothers with low maturity of psychological defense mechanisms;
2. 66 mothers with average maturity of psychological defense mechanisms;
3. 31 mothers with high maturity of psychological defense mechanisms.

In the group of children aged 4 to 6, we found differences in the intensity of 
defensive behavior and discovered that this intensity correlates with the maturity 
of the maternal psychological defense mechanisms (p = 0.023). Using psychological 
defenses as the reaction to an insignificant stimulus indicates the enhanced inten-
sity of the defense system. The higher the maturity of maternal psychological de-
fense mechanisms, the more psychological defenses appear in the child’s behavior. 
Intensive use of psychological defenses in childhood has a constructive meaning, 
because it decreases the probability of psychosomatization until higher reactions 
are actualized (see Figure 1).

We visualized the intensity of children’s psychological defense mechanisms 
based on quantitative data, gathered by means of projective games and drawing 
methods. These data were rated from 0 up to 25 cases of using psychological defense 
mechanisms in behavior. We found notable differences between the mean values of 
intensity of children’s psychological defense mechanisms in different groups, clas-
sified by level of maturity of maternal psychological defense mechanisms. In the 
group of mothers with infantile psychological defense mechanisms, the mean value 
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of intensity is 8; for mothers with average maturity of psychological defense mecha-
nisms, this indicator is 9; and in the group of mothers with mature psychological 
defense mechanisms, it is 11.5.
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figure. 1. Differences in intensity of the psychological defense mechanisms  
among children 4–6 years old, classified in groups by the maturity of their  
mothers’ psychological defense mechanisms.

In the group of children aged 7 to 9 years, we found differences in the frequen-
cy of using projection defense mechanism in behavior and a connection of this 
indicator with the maturity of maternal psychological defense mechanisms. Higher 
maturity of maternal psychological defense mechanisms correlates with higher fre-
quency of the child’s using projection. Children use the projection defense mecha-
nism (see Figure 2) for better adaptation to school and to criteria for grading of 
students’ work. They project part of their feeling of failure onto external objects 
and therefore enhance the stability of their identity and self-esteem. In the group 
of mothers with an infantile defense system, the frequency of use of “projection” 
in the child’s behavior did not exceed once (mode 1); in the group of mothers with 
average maturity of psychological defense mechanisms, the frequency of use of 
“projection” in the child’s behavior varied from once to twice, with the most fre-
quent use being once (mode 1); in the group of mothers with mature PDMs, the 
frequency of use of “projection” by the children varied from 1 to 3 times, with the 
most frequent use being twice (mode 2).

In the group of children aged 10 to 12 years, we did not find statistically sig-
nificant specifics conditioned by the maturity of maternal psychological defense 
mechanisms.
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figure 2. Differences in intensity of psychological defense mechanisms among 
children aged 7–9 years, classified in groups by the maturity of their mothers’ 
psychological defense mechanisms.

We used the Spearman coefficient test p-values for studying the isomorphism 
of maternal and child psychological defense mechanisms. In the group of children 
aged 4 to 6 years, correlations between child and maternal psychological defense 
mechanisms are ambiguous. Mothers’ behavior correlates with the frequency of us-
ing certain defense mechanisms by the child, such as “repression” (p = 0.021), “dis-
placement” (p = 0.001), and abilities to negotiate in conflict situations (p = 0.026). 
If the mother teaches the child intellectualization as a reaction to difficulties, the 
child is more likely to use intellectualization as a desired defense mechanism in the 
projective game (p = 0.048). Gender specifics of isomorphism between maternal 
and child defense systems are described in Table 1.

We propose that a child’s gender is a significant factor in the relation of maternal 
and child psychological defense mechanisms. In our sample, boys are disposed to 
copy the defense mechanism “repression” from their mother’s behavior (p = 0.04), 
and girls tend to copy the defense mechanism “displacement” (p = 0.015).

Boys predominantly acquire skills of negotiating (p = 0.006) and emotional re-
action (p = 0.036) in the process of maternal teaching, and girls use intellectualiza-
tion in their behavior more successfully (p = 0.031).

Girls are disposed to perceive the defense mechanism “denial” as an approved 
one, as it appears in the projective game, because of learning (p = 0.033). Inten-
sity of maternal teaching (the intensity of defenses in maternal teaching) correlates 
with the intensity of girls’ psychological defense mechanisms. Intense efforts of the 
mother to teach her daughter psychological defenses increase the probability of 
high intensity of the girl’s psychological defense mechanisms (p = 0.042).
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table 1. Correlations between intensity of maternal and child psychological defense 
mechanisms in the group of children aged 4 to 6 years, by gender

Maternal and child psychological defenses
correlation coefficient, p-value

girls Boys

Repression in maternal and child behavior – 0.423
0.04

Displacement in maternal and child behavior 0.418
0.015 –

Denial in maternal teaching and child learning 0.373
0.033 –

Intellectualization in maternal teaching and child 
behavior

0.376
0.031 –

Intensity in maternal teaching and child behavior 0.356
0.042 –

Reaction formation in maternal teaching and in 
child behavior – 0.431

0.036
Negotiating skills in maternal teaching and in 
child behavior – 0.547

0.006

In the group of children aged 7 to 9, we found a correlation between maternal 
support in training a child’s psychological defenses and maternal support in the 
projective game. The more often the mother uses the defense mechanism of “seek-
ing and getting support” and encourages her child to apply it, the better it is ex-
pressed in the child’s behavior as a psychological defense mechanism that is desired 
and acquired in the learning process (p = 0.041).

We noted gender specifics of children’s psychological defenses in the age group 
of 7–9 years. The boys were disposed to learn their mother’s defense mechanism 
“repression” (p = 0.04), and the girls to learn their mother’s defense mechanism “dis-
placement” (p = 0.015). Boys predominantly acquire skills of negotiation (p = 0.006) 
and emotional reaction (p = 0.036) in a process of maternal teaching, and girls used 
intellectualization more successfully (p = 0.031). Girls were disposed to perceive 
the psychological mechanism “denial” as approved. Hence, the psychological de-
fense mechanism “denial” can be identified in the projective game as a result of 
learning (p = 0.033). The intensity of maternal learning (intensity of defenses) cor-
relates with the intensity of girls’ psychological defense mechanisms. Intense efforts 
by the mother to teach girls psychological defenses increases the probability of high 
intensity of girls’ psychological defenses (p = 0.042).

There is a stronger correlation in this age group between mothers’ and boys’ 
psychological defense mechanisms (Table 2). Boys have the same tendency to learn 
the psychological defense mechanism “repression” from their mother’s behavior 
as in the previous period, age 4–6. Correlation between expression of the child’s 
desired psychological defense mechanism “seeking and getting support” and the 
mother’s effort to train and encourage her child to use this defense mechanism is 
approximately the same at age 7–9 (p = 0.02).

The more the mother teaches a boy the defense mechanism “reconciliation”, 
the more often we find it in his behavior (p = 0.005). Boys aged 7–9 are sensitive 
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both to maternal psychological defenses, which were significant for them at the 
previous age period, and to new psychological defenses. These new psychological 
defense mechanisms are connected with rejection of independence and ambitions; 
examples are “conciliation” and “seeking support”. This situation is very important 
for boys’ upbringing from the standpoint of forming gender identity.

table 2. Correlations between intensity of maternal and child psychological defense 
mechanisms in the group of children aged 7 to 9 years, by gender

Psychological defenses of mother and child
correlation coefficient, p-value.

girls Boys

Psychological defenses of mother and child –0.557
0.025 –

“Displacement” in mother’s behavior – 0.551
0.033

“Seeking for and getting support” in maternal teaching 
and child learning – 0.593

0.020
“Reconciliation” and “consciousness” in maternal 
teaching and child behavior – 0.681

0.005

We found negative correlation between girls’ and their mothers’ emotional re-
actions. The more impulsive the mothers’ emotional reaction, the less girls dem-
onstrate it in their behavior (p = 0.025). We propose that avoidance of emotional 
reactions in the child’s behavior is connected with low child tolerance of maternal 
emotions.

In the group of children aged 10 to 12, we found new positive correlations be-
tween maternal teaching and child behavior. The children were disposed to acquire 
the defensive skills “displacement”, “compensation”, and “tendency to reconcilia-
tion” from maternal teaching. We found a positive correlation between intellectu-
alization in maternal and child behavior (p = 0.034) and intensity of maternal and 
child psychological defense mechanisms (p = 0.009).

table 3. Correlations between intensity of maternal and child psychological defense mecha-
nisms in the group of children aged 10 to 12, by gender

Psychological defenses of mother and child
correlation coefficient, p-value

girls Boys

Displacement in maternal teaching and child behavior 0.732
0.002 –

Defensive aggression in maternal teaching and child 
behavior

0.650
0.009 –

Gender specifics show an absence of any significant correlation between mater-
nal and child results in the group of boys aged 10 to 12.

In the group of girls aged 10 to 12, we found a positive correlation between “dis-
placement” in maternal teaching and child behavior. The more the mothers taught 
girls “displacement”, the more often their daughters used it (p = 0.005). In addition, 
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we can propose that girls are capable of adopting and using defensive aggression 
from maternal learning (р = 0.009). This is similar across all age groups of girls in 
the research sample.

As for general characteristics of the child’s defensive system, we found statisti-
cally significant age differences in the need for additional support (p = 0.012) and 
for intensity of stress perception (p = 0.001)

The need for additional support tends to increase with maturation. It appears as 
a lack of self-confidence, decreasing self-sufficiency and psychological stability in 
stress situations. This situation can strengthen those psychological defense mecha-
nisms that are inadequate to providing quality protection of the personality from 
threat; this requires a new personal life-support system, in particular conscious 
coping.

The intensity of stress perception is more evident at primary school age (see 
Figure 2). Increasing sensitivity of primary schoolchildren to stress appears in view 
of their increasing vulnerability to actual threats and their perception of stress situ-
ations as fearful and unpleasant. Perhaps this is caused by entering school, which 
means immersion in a new social environment with new rules and the need for 
adaptation to changes that encompass all areas of life.

Discussion
Ontogenetic specifics of psychological defenses of children 4–6 years old
1. The preschool age is one of the most significant for developing psychological 

defenses. Preschoolers have rapidly developing cognitive processes, which act 
as defenses. The environment gives more and more opportunities for a child 
to gain knowledge and self-expression. Communication in the family and in 
a group of peers is a context in which a child realizes age-related development 
tasks: taking initiative, autonomy, and adaptation of social roles.

That is why the main threat are to feelings of success, independence, and self-
esteem. Psychological defenses that are forming in an interpersonal relationship 
with a significant adult, primarily the mother, help the child to cope with frustra-
tion. The maturity of maternal psychological defense mechanisms at this stage of 
development defines the child’s resources for developing psychological defense 
mechanisms to a great extent. The mother who has relatively mature psychologi-
cal defense mechanisms tends to have a maximum aspiration for excelling as a 
parent, because she is able to create conditions for constructive development of 
her child’s psychological defense mechanisms. She is notable for her consistency 
in upbringing: Her own behavioral defenses are coherent with what she teaches 
her child; she is able to use higher psychological defenses and is ready to support 
her child in difficult situations. The defensive behavior of a mother with mature 
psychological defense mechanisms is flexible and variable; it is typical for her to 
analyze a situation, learn the lessons of a traumatic experience, and reflect upon 
her feelings.

In our research, we discovered a positive correlation between the maturity of 
maternal psychological defense mechanisms and the intensity of the child’s psycho-
logical defense mechanisms. Increased intensity of the defense system is an optimal 
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way to adapt in childhood, which helps preserve the child’s positive self-image and 
emotional comfort, and decreases the probability of a psychosomatic reaction to 
stress.

The child’s psychological defense mechanisms at the age of 4–6 has traits simi-
lar to the mother’s psychological defense mechanisms, first of all with her interper-
sonal behavioral defenses. The child successfully copies her repression, displace-
ment, and negotiating defenses and demonstrates them in his or her behavior.
2. It is interesting that children can already learn higher-level defenses at preschool 

age. These may not appear in a child’s behavior, but occasionally he or she 
practices them in games. According to Winnicott (2002), it is important acting 
with understanding the sense from the very early ontogenesis period. In our re-
search, we found a positive correlation between maternal teaching of the intel-
lectualization defense mechanism and its acceptance by the child as de sirable; 
the child then uses it in games.

3. At 4–6 years, the child’s gender has a significant influence on the defenses that the 
child perceives in the child-mother relationship and reproduces behavioral ly. 
Girls have more tense connection with maternal psychological defense mecha-
nisms than do boys. Girls tend to copy displacement from maternal behavior, 
whereas boys copy repression. This can be explained partially by gender spe-
cifics of upbringing: often expression of aggression is not accepted for girls, and 
crying or showing weakness is not accepted for boys. When the child finds an 
appropriate model in maternal behavior, he or she can apply it.

As for the success of maternal teaching of psychological defenses, it is easier 
to teach girls to deny difficulties, which they readily demonstrate in games. In the 
mass media, the image of the “weak”, “passive” woman (girl), who denies her abili-
ty to solve a difficult situation and looks for pleasure (chocolate, a new dress, etc.) 
is very common. In a game, girls often tend to neutralize problems, denying them, 
especially if their mothers teach them to do it.

Opportunities for conscious training in defense strategies depend on gender. 
Girls learn intellectualization faster and demonstrate it in their behavior. In gene-
ral, the intensity of maternal teaching correlates with the intensity of girls’ defense 
systems, not only by the mother’s example but also verbally.

Boys, on the other hand, are more successful in learning emotional reactions 
and negotiation defenses. Teaching them how to react is a demonstration of the 
mother’s care and consideration of her son’s inner world, and he is sensitive to the 
training of this psychological mechanism. Reproducing negotiation skills among 
boys is necessary for social relationships and constructive dialogue. This is an indi-
cation of future competence.

Therefore, maternal defense resources are an important basis of forming child 
psychological defense mechanisms at the age of 4–6, and provides resistance to dif-
ficulties, as appropriate for this age.

Ontogenetic specifics of psychological defenses  
of children 7–9 years old
The social situation of primary schoolchildren is quite different from that of the 
preschool age. The main task children face is that of switching their main acti-
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vity from playing to learning. Increasing their voluntary behavior, developing self- 
control and self-reliance, are significant tasks of this age period.

The maturity of the maternal PDM system correlates with the frequency of pro-
jection in the child’s behavior at the age of 7–9. The more mature the psychological 
defense mechanisms of the mother, the more frequent her child’s use of projec-
tion in behavior. Although projection is one of the most primitive defense mecha-
nisms, at this age it plays an adaptive role. At the time of entering school, the child’s  
I-concept is especially vulnerable, because the teacher’s grading of the child’s work 
is a threat to self-esteem, and in relationships with peers, competition and the judg-
ments of others become more important. At the age of 7–9, we find a correlation 
between the child’s heightened intensity of stress perception and increased emo-
tionality. At this time the child becomes especially sensitive to stress and needs the 
protection of a stable self-image and environment, and the need for safety must be 
satisfied. Projection helps the child to adapt to difficulties connected with self-es-
teem, preserving a positive self-image in situations of underachievement, external 
assessment, or loss of a leading position.

At the age of 7–9, in the process of maternal teaching, children successfully 
adopt a strategy of seeking and getting support and reproducing this in a game situ-
ation. Skills of getting help constructively promote a child’s social effectiveness and 
collaborative activity. The child practices this important skill in the playing process, 
for its future use in difficult situations.

Gender can influence many relationships between mother and child at age 7–9, 
as well as specifics of the child’s defense system.

We propose that maternal defensive behavior continues to set an example for 
boys, but they mostly copy a displacement strategy. Boys also successfully adopt 
from maternal teaching a strategy of seeking and getting support and an aspiration 
for reconciliation.

According to common cultural notions about gender, aspirations for reconcili-
ation and seeking support are more proper for girls than for boys. Such a strategy 
in boys’ behavior can be caused by a deficit of teaching of traditional male behav-
ioral strategies in conflict, which are more aggressive and stubborn. At this stage, 
the father’s participation in the child’s learning and the example set by the father’s 
behavior are important for the development of strategies that satisfy the boy’s need 
for achievement, as well as strategies of reconciliation and intellectualization.

We conclude that girls 7–9 years old have psychological defense mechanisms 
that depend less on those of their mother. The maternal reaction strategy plays an 
important role. The more impulsiveness the mother demonstrates in her behavior, 
the less the girl is disposed to this strategy; she tends to demonstrate behavior op-
posite to the maternal example. This tendency could be caused by the child’s per-
ception of emotional reactions as unpleasant, difficult to endure. Possibly the more 
strongly the mother expresses her emotions, especially anger, the less the child feels 
able to endure this strong expression. Fear of this situation may lead the girl to dif-
ficulties in reacting and seeking psychological defense mechanisms. Furthermore, 
gender-specific upbringing of girls places a taboo on aggression, which may moti-
vate the child even more than the example of her mother’s impulsive behavior.

At the age of 7–9, actual threats to the child increase and this is connected with 
the defense of personal identity. The probability of the “projection” defense mecha-
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nism appearing in the child’s behavior increases with a higher level of maturity of 
maternal psychological defense mechanisms. Projection makes it possible to place 
negative traits and experience outside the boundaries of the “I” and preserves the 
child’s positive self-image. Our research results allow us to conclude that gender in-
fluences the formation of a child’s individual defense system. Development of male 
specifics of a defense system is typical for boys. Girls don’t have close correlations 
with the maternal defense mechanisms. At this age, the child successfully interior-
izes the maternal example of “seeking and getting support” as a desired strategy, 
which protects her from threats to her self-identity.

Ontogenetic specifics of psychological defenses of children 10–12 years old
Conditionally, we can define the age 10–12 as pre-pubertal. Some premises of ado-
lescent self-identity crises may already appear at this time. Correlations between 
maternal and child PDM systems decrease, which could be caused by the child’s 
increasing autonomy, consciousness, and expanding circle of significant persons. 
The influence of the maturity of maternal psychological defense mechanisms on 
specifics of the child’s defense system declines. A deficit of maternal defensive re-
sources is compensated by the child’s own psychological resources.

Correlation between the psychological defense mechanisms of mother and 
child at the age of 10–12 can be characterized by interiorization of the defenses 
acquired from conscious maternal teaching. We found correlations between inten-
tional maternal teaching of displacement, compensation, and reconciliation strate-
gies, and the appearance of these strategies in the child’s behavior.

Displacement, which means transferring one’s reaction to an object that is not 
able to resist, can appear as a conscious mechanism of expressing negative emo-
tions. In the process of teaching a child displacement, the mother can safely choose 
an appropriate object for the expression of feelings. At the age of 10–12, the child 
has the necessary abilities for consciously searching for objects that are appropriate 
to express the emotions, and avoiding spontaneity and venting negative emotions 
on family members, pets, and others. Compensation and reconciliation defenses in 
conflict situations form a base for the child’s adaptation in different situations.

The correlation between maternal and child behavior remains strong with re-
spect to intellectualization. At this age, intellectualization becomes actualized in 
the context of the general development of logic thinking, self-consciousness, and 
reflection. In general, there is a correlation between the intensity of the maternal 
and child defense systems. Considerable maternal psychological defenses may be 
connected with a low level of consciousness and maturity of psychological defense 
mechanisms; this situation can reveal neurotic symptoms and create intensity in 
relations between mother and child.

We suggest that the gender factor at this age period substantially influences the 
correlation between maternal and child psychological defense mechanisms. Boys’ 
defense systems become more autonomous, and maternal influence decreases. 
Many mothers during the structured interview noted that their sons, at the age 
of 10–12, claim to be more independent and stronger than earlier, don’t feel the 
need for advice and help, or to share their difficulties with their mother, and have 
changed a good deal in general. This can be a symptom of increasing autonomy 
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of the son’s psychological defense mechanisms from the mother’s. Girls’ and their 
mother’s defensive systems correlate. Girls are disposed to interiorize displacement 
and defensive aggression in the process of maternal teaching

According to our research results, at the age of 10–12, the need for additional sup-
port becomes especially great. The child does not feel enough protection from exter-
nal and internal threats. Acquiring new effective defensive and coping mechanisms is 
important for her/his ability to manage the situation. This process may be related to 
the child’s maturation and changes in the dominant level of the life-support system. 
The need for additional support also shows the untenability of some defense strate-
gies and triggers the development of new coping strategies in the next age period.

In this age group, we did not find a correlation between the maturity of mater-
nal psychological defense mechanisms and the specifics of the child’s psychological 
defense mechanisms. Individual factors of personal experience and social environ-
ment start to have more influence and the maturity of the mother’s psychological 
defense mechanisms remains secondary.

Therefore, at the age of 10–12, the level of isomorphism of maternal and child 
psychological defense mechanisms decreases, and gender specifics begin to play a 
leading role in further formation of defense styles. Discussing and teaching defense 
strategies become important for the development of psychological defense mecha-
nisms. At this age, the mother needs to be actively involved in the theoretical and 
practical teaching of defenses, because the child is getting ready to acquire knowl-
edge about defensive behavior through dialogue. The psychological resources of 
the 10–12-year-old child allow him or her to proceed to the next level of a life-
support system: coping.

conclusion
Our research validates and helps to explain previous research findings about chil-
dren’s psychological defenses. In particular, we validated thesis of J. Bowlby (1982) 
about the child’s attachment to the parents and tendency to take after the parents 
(as in the imprinting process), relative to the psychological defense system. Our 
empirical data allow us to suggest that child and maternal psychological defense 
mechanisms have an isomorphic development. We noted specifics of this isomor-
phism in different age periods.

Cramer and College (2000) found that the prevailing psychological defenses in 
school age children are denial and displacement. We have clarified and broadened 
ideas about possible individual differences in children’s prevalent psychological 
defenses connected with the maternal factor. We found correlations between the 
maturity of maternal psychological defense mechanisms and specifics of the devel-
oping child’s psychological defense mechanisms. We conclude that the maturity of 
the mother’s psychological defense mechanisms provides congruence in teaching 
her child defensive behavior, and defines the prevalent type of reaction to frustra-
tion and the instruments of interpersonal defenses. It has maximum significance 
for children 4–6 years of age, for providing effective adaptation to actual threats to 
self-identity.

General patterns in the development of a child’s defense system which appeared 
in our research:
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1. The child feels maximal stress intensity at age 7–9. This fact may point to 
the special significance of this age for forming the child’s defense system.

2. The child’s need for additional support increases at age 10–12, which in-
dicates the necessity of overcoming defensive behavior and rising to con-
scious levels of self-regulation.

Also we validate and broaden the understanding of the statement of L.S. Ben-
jamin (1974) about defensive and additive reactions of the child to the mother’s 
behavior. We proposed that imitation of and adjustment to the mother’s behavior 
are also typical for developing the child’s psychological defense system, and that the 
individual choice of a child’s reaction depends on that child’s age and gender.

Each age period gives an individual picture of the child’s psychological defense 
mechanisms and the extent of isomorphism of the defense systems of mother and 
child. At earlier stages of ontogenesis, the mother’s defensive behavior has a domi-
nant role. At 10–12 years, the child becomes maximally sensitive to consciously 
learning defense strategies, because of the specifics of intellectual development, in-
creasing self-consciousness, and reflection.

Both age and gender play important roles for the ontogenesis of the child’s psy-
chological defenses. Gender correlates with the extent of isomorphism of child and 
maternal psychological defense mechanisms, the child’s sensitivity to certain de-
fenses in maternal behavior, and the child’s success in learning defense strategies. 
At age 10–12, a girl’s psychological defense mechanisms tend to preserve relation-
ships with those of her mother, whereas a boy’s psychological defense mechanisms 
become relatively autonomous.

Further scientific investigation is needed about the influence of both parents 
on developing the child’s system of psychological defenses and coping strategies; 
about maternal attitudes toward the child, which help to form the child’s resistance 
to stress; about the specifics of stressful situations and coping strategies in one-
parent and two-parent families; about creating and refining methods to diagnose 
the maturity of the maternal psychological defense system and instruments for its 
development. Also the definition of maturity of the psychological defense system 
needs further clarification.

limitations
This study does not investigate the father’s influence on his child’s psychological 
defenses. Only mothers participated in research; we based this decision on the 
premise that they are the closest adults for a child. The earliest ontogenetic periods 
are not included in the study, because of difficulties in diagnosing a child’s psycho-
logical defenses at this age. Taking into account these limitations, we can extend 
our conclusions about correlations between maternal and child psychological de-
fense mechanisms to the general population of children only in three age groups: 
4–6 years old, 7–9 years old, and 10–12 years old, and only if the mother is the 
closest adult to a child. We investigated correlations, but not cause-effect relations, 
between maternal and child psychological defense mechanisms, and we focused 
only on certain parts of the process of developing a child’s psychological defense 
mechanisms in ontogenesis.
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