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Defensiveness is a pervasive challenge in organizational life. It emerges when leaders
resist feedback, when teams deflect accountability, and when organizations develop rou-
tines that insulate them from change. Yet, research on defensiveness is fragmented, with
four different perspectives that have developed in parallel: (1) psychodynamic research
on defense mechanisms, (2) social cognitive studies on defensive reasoning, (3) behav-
ioral research on observable defenses, and (4) organizational research on defensive rou-
tines and social defenses. In this integrative review of 523 peer-reviewed articles, we
synthesize findings across the four perspectives to address the following questions: What
is defensiveness? What triggers defensiveness? How does defensiveness unfold in organi-
zations? What are effective ways to manage defensiveness? Across perspectives, we
uncover a core paradox: defensiveness may offer short-term relief to individuals, but
it creates dysfunction in the systems it aims to protect. Understanding this paradox
is key to managing defensiveness and interrupting reinforcing defensive cycles in

organizations.

Defensiveness is a fundamental psychological
response to perceived threats or felt insecurity (Hart,
2014). It was initially identified by Sigmund Freud
([1894] 1964), explained further by Anna Freud
(1936), and systematically investigated by research
psychologists (Baumeister, Dale & Sommer, 1998; Di
Giuseppe & Perry, 2021; Jordan, Spencer, Zanna,
Hoshino-Browne & Correll, 2003; Vaillant, Bond &
Vaillant, 1986). Given its applicability to multiple
domains of organizational life, defensiveness has
captured the attention of management scholars for
more than six decades and continues to generate
interest (Argyris, 1986; Ashforth & Lee, 1990; Couti-
faris & Grant, 2022; Menzies, 1960; Mobasseri, Kahn
& Ely, 2024; Petriglieri & Peshkam, 2022). A Google
Scholar search (January 11, 2026) for “defensiveness”
yielded 204,000 results and “defense mechanism”
yielded over 1,710,000 results.
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Despite its prevalence, research on defensiveness
at work remains conceptually fragmented. Psycho-
dynamic research emphasizes defense mechanisms
and internal processes that regulate anxiety and pre-
serve self-integrity (de Klerk, 2017; Diamond & All-
corn, 2003). Social cognitive studies focus on biased
processing and thwarted psychological needs as
motivations of defensiveness (Arndt, Greenberg,
Solomon, Pyszczynski & Simon, 1997; Fraley,
Garner & Shaver, 2000; McLamore, Adelman &
Leidner, 2019). Micro-organizational research often
operationalizes defensiveness as tactical behaviors
that occur in interaction, ranging from overt hostility
to subtle deflection or denial (Ashforth, Kreiner,
Clark & Fugate, 2007; Van Dyne, Ang & Botero,
2003). Meso- and macro-organizational scholarship,
in turn, highlight how defensiveness becomes
embedded in defensive routines and social defenses
that restrict information, accountability, and learn-
ing (Argyris, 1986; Brown & Starkey, 2000; Krantz &
Gilmore, 1990; Padavic, Ely & Reid, 2020).

This fragmentation creates three problems for
organizational scholarship. First, it limits concep-
tual clarity: defensiveness is alternately treated as a
cognition, an affective process, a behavioral strategy,
or a system property, often without specifying how
these relate. Second, it creates explanatory gaps
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across levels. Psychology offers rich accounts of
intrapsychic regulation but often under-specifies the
organizational contexts that trigger and reinforce
defensiveness. Management research documents
how defensiveness unfolds in teams and organiza-
tions but often leaves the underlying psychological
mechanisms implicit. The problem of fragmented
levels of analysis presents a challenge because rela-
tionships demonstrated at one level do not automati-
cally explain outcomes at another. For example,
showing how low self-esteem predicts defensive
silence at the individual level does not explain how
organizations reproduce norms of defensive silence.
Without integration, it remains unclear how individ-
ual psychological processes scale into collective
patterns or how organizational conditions shape
individual defensive responses. This cross-level
inference problem prevents cumulative theory
building.

Third, fragmentation yields incomplete interven-
tions. Organizational responses frequently empha-
size learning-oriented interventions (e.g., Argyris,
1990) without addressing the felt insecurity that
fuels defensiveness, while psychologically ori-
ented approaches focus on inner states without
fully accounting for the organizational conditions
that reproduce and sustain defensive behaviors.
These issues are especially consequential because

defensiveness is not solely an individual response. It
emerges in workplace interactions (e.g., conflict and
feedback) and can become entrenched in group
dynamics and organizational systems (Fitzsimons,
Petriglieri & Petriglieri, 2025). It can also become
embedded in broader social structures in ways that
insulate a dominant group from learning and account-
ability (Allcorn, 1995; Argyris, 1986; Mobasseri et al.,
2024; Padavic et al., 2020; Petriglieri & Petriglieri,
2020).

Despite the salience of defensiveness across
domains and levels of analysis (see Table 1), there
have been no integrated reviews of defensiveness in
organizations. Psychology has produced several
comprehensive reviews of defense mechanisms
(Cramer, 1998, 2000; Vaillant, 1992, 2000). Likewise,
management has produced two prominent reviews
of systems psychodynamics, which addresses
defense mechanisms and social defenses as micro-
and macro-level manifestations of defensiveness
(Petriglieri & Petriglieri, 2020, 2022). However, these
reviews limit their domain to psychodynamic schol-
arship. Consequently, management theorizing on
defensiveness has been bifurcated between psycho-
dynamic and non-psychodynamic perspectives,
without due integration across epistemological
divides. This split has created siloed views of defen-
siveness and limited theory building. Most notably,

TABLE 1
Defensiveness in Management Scholarship

Theoretical

Empirical

1 Organizational learning and

2 Leadership

3 Human resource management Argyris (1986)

4  Voice behavior Van Dyne et al. (2003)

5 Groups and teams Barton and Kahn (2019)

6 Organizational politics and
impression management

7 Organizational diversity

(2024)

Argyris (2002); Bain (1998); Baum
change (2002); Fotaki and Hyde (2015)

Liischer and Lewis (2008); Petriglieri
and Petriglieri (2015); Petriglieri and
Stein (2012); Yip, Trainor, Black,
Soto-Torres, and Reichard (2020)

Ashforth and Lee (1990); Bolino,
Kacmar, Turnley, and Gilstrap (2008)

Creary (2024); Mobasseri et al. (2024);
Peirce, Smolinski, and Rosen (1998);
Tinsley, Kathawalla, and Cronin

Menzies (1960); Morris and Moore (2000); Vince
(2002); Vince and Broussine (1996); Wilhelm,
Richter, and Semrau (2019)

Coutifaris and Grant (2022); Cunningham, Sonday,
and Ashford (2023); Fitzsimons et al. (2025;);
Gardner, Munyon, Hom, and Griffeth (2018);
Krantz and Gilmore (1990); Petriglieri and
Peshkam (2022); Petriglieri and Stein (2012)

Argyris (1986); Garavan, Morley, Cross, Carbery, and
Darcy (2021); Padavic et al. (2020)

Fast, Burris, and Bartel (2014); Isaakyan et al. (2021);
Maynes and Podsakoff (2014); Ng, Wang, Hsu, and
Su (2021, 2022); Wang and Hsieh (2013)

Kahn (1993, 2022); Mikkelsen, Gray, and Petersen
(2020); Tjosvold, Yu, and Hui (2004)

Bourdage, Roulin, and Tarraf (2018); Ellis, West,
Ryan, and DeShon (2002); McFarland, Yun,
Harold, Viera, and Moore (2005)

Elkins, Phillips, and Konopaske (2002); Handy and
Rowlands (2017); Hideg and Wilson (2020);
Ozturk and Berber (2022); Padavic et al. (2020);
Tinsley et al. (2024); Vitriol and Moskowitz (2021)
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the literature lacks a process account that explains
how defensiveness begins in interpersonal situa-
tions, becomes amplified and stabilized in groups,
and crystallizes into enduring organizational struc-
tures and routines.

DEFENSIVENESS AT WORK: AN
INTEGRATIVE REVIEW

In this paper, we integrate an extensive yet frag-
mented literature on defensiveness to provide a
cross-level account of how defensiveness emerges in
workplace interactions and, over time, becomes
entrenched in organizational systems. Drawing on
an integrative review of 523 peer-reviewed articles
published in leading management and psychology
journals over the past four decades, we identified
four perspectives on defensiveness that have devel-
oped largely in parallel, with each emphasizing a
different facet of the same phenomenon.

Our review is structured around four guiding
questions: (1) What is defensiveness?; (2) What trig-
gers defensiveness in organizations?; (3) How does
defensiveness unfold across levels of analysis?; and
(4) What are effective ways to manage defensive-
ness? Across perspectives, we identify a common
core that underlies diverse constructs and operatio-
nalizations, captured in our integrative definition of
“defensiveness” as an insecure, palliative response
to protect an existing system from a perceived threat.

Building from this definition, we develop an inte-
grative threat—insecurity model that traces how

perceived threats evoke felt insecurity, how insecu-
rity activates palliative protective responses, and
how these responses shift across levels. In addition,
we identify a central paradox across levels: defen-
siveness can provide short-term relief and stability
for individuals and collectives, yet it often results in
longer-term dysfunction for the systems it aims to
protect.

REVIEW SCOPE AND APPROACH

Our search process followed three stages: (1) search-
ing the management and psychology literatures for
papers that addressed defensiveness; (2) filtering the
identified papers for relevance; and (3) snowball
sampling references in key papers to expand our
journal-forward search approach. We outline this
review process in Table 2.

Literature Search Process

In the first stage, we searched top management
and social psychology journals for papers that
addressed defensiveness. We focused on papers
published in the last 40 years to balance a compre-
hensive approach with feasibility. Although the con-
ceptual foundations of defensiveness trace to
Sigmund Freud ([1894] 1964) and Anna Freud
(1936), the empirical study of defensiveness in man-
agement and psychology journals emerged in the
mid-1980s. This period saw the publication of sev-
eral well-cited contributions that catalyzed the

TABLE 2
Literature Search Process
Stage Title Description and Purpose Actions Taken Count
1 Initial formal Comprehensive search of e Searched 34 top journals across e Starting article count: 731
search leading management and management (22) and psychology (12)
psychology journals to for papers published since 1985 that
identify articles for review included “defens™” within the title,
abstract, or keywords
2 Filtering Screen of identified articles to e Consulted anchor papers to determine e Management articles retained
determine relevance relevance criteria after screening: 118
e Inspected 731 articles for relevance e Psychology articles retained
e Excluded 274 papers for lack of after screening: 339
relevance (457 remaining) e Combined articles retained
after screening: 457
3 Snowball Expanded search beyond top e Reviewed references in key papers e Articles added: 66
sampling journals to identify any e Added relevant papers that had not

relevant papers that had not

previously been identified, regardless of
previously been identified journal

Final article count: 523
e Management: 176
e Psychology: 347
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research streams we review: Vaillant’s empirical tax-
onomy of defense mechanisms and their longitudi-
nal outcomes (Vaillant et al., 1986), Argyris’s
articulation of organizational defensive routines
(Argyris, 1986), and Ashforth and Lee’s (1990) foun-
dational framework for defensive behaviors in orga-
nizations. The 40-year window beginning in 1985
captures the development of all four perspectives
that our review integrates: psychodynamic, social-
cognitive, behavioral, and organizational.

Specifically, we searched 34 top journals across
management (22 journals) and psychology (12 jour-
nals) for papers published since 1985 that included
“defens*” within the title, abstract, or keywords (see
Table 3 for list of journals). This first step yielded
731 articles. We chose journals by examining three
prominent business journal lists: the Financial
Times 50 (FT50), the University of Texas at Dallas 24
(UTD24), and the Chartered Association of Business
Schools Academic Journal Guide (AJG). Specifically,
we included journals that met the following criteria:
either (a) management-focused journals with a pri-
marily academic-focused audience in either the
FT50 or UTD24, or (b) journals in the AJG ranked 4
or 4* (the top two categories) in human resource
management and employment studies, management
development and education, organization studies,
psychology (general), and psychology (organiza-
tional). We excluded journals that focused on
research methods, labor relations, health sciences,
or biological processes. In addition, we included all
Academy of Management (AOM) journals even if
they had not met prior journal inclusion criteria.

In the second stage, we manually inspected the
731 articles identified in our keyword search and fil-
tered by relevance. As there was no singular defini-
tion of defensiveness to guide this process, we
defaulted to include papers unless they met one of
the following exclusion criteria: (a) papers that did
not theorize defensiveness, defense, or defensive “x”
as a key construct; (b) papers that used the term
“defense” to refer to a particular organization (e.g.,
Department of Defense) or industry (the defense
industry); (c) papers that focused on a legal defense
or defense of an unrelated construct; and (d) papers
that refer to something as “defensive” merely
because it is the opposite of “offensive” or
“proactive” responses (e.g., responses to market con-
ditions, sports analysis). After filtering by relevance,
457 articles remained.

The third stage involved snowball sampling (e.g.,
Ganti, Ashford & Cormier, 2025) to expand our

TABLE 3
Summary of Articles
No. of
Journal Articles
Academy of Management Annals 3
Academy of Management Discoveries 2
Academy of Management Journal 14
Academy of Management Learning & Education 10
Academy of Management Perspectives (and Executive) 8
Academy of Management Review 13
Administrative Science Quarterly 13
American Psychologist® 1
Annual Review of Organizational Psychology and 1
Organizational Behavior®
Annual Review of Psychology 7
British Journal of Psychotherapy” 1
Current Directions in Psychological Science 15
Human Relations 36
Human Resource Management 3
International Journal of Applied Psychoanalytic Studies® 1
Journal of Applied Behavioral Science® 1
Journal of Applied Psychology 8
Journal of Business Ethics 15
Journal of Experimental Psychology: Applied 2
Journal of Experimental Psychology: General 7
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 64
Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology 4
Journal of Organizational Behavior 4
Journal of Personality” 2
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 114
Journal of Management 7
Journal of Management Studies 6
Journal of Vocational Behavior 1
Organization® 1
Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 7
Organization Science 7
Organization Studies 12
Leadership Quarterly 2
Management Science 1
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 80
Personnel Psychology 3
Psychological Bulletin 16
Psychological Review 5
Psychological Science 25
Strategic Management Journal 1

Notes: Journal(s) included in search that yielded zero papers
in our final database: Human Resource Management Journal.
# Journal added during snowball sampling stage.

review set beyond a relatively restrictive journal list.
We reviewed the references of key papers in our
database and added another 66 papers that were not
captured in prior stages. This resulted in a final
review set of 523 papers, encompassing 176 from
management journals and 347 from psychology jour-
nals. Table 3 summarizes number of articles by
journal.
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Coding Process for Thematic Synthesis

We followed a coding process for thematic synthe-
sis described by Cronin and George (2023) that cul-
minated in an integrated model. We sought to build
the core of our model centrally from research on
defensiveness in organizations and informed by
research in psychological science. Hence, we under-
took a deep dive of coding the 176 papers in manage-
ment journals as well as a review of the 347 papers
in psychology journals.

First, we abstracted findings into common themes
and looked for relationships among those themes.
We distilled themes into higher-order categories
where possible. Using both higher-order and lower-
order coding, we iteratively developed our integra-
tive framework to illustrate how defensive processes
unfold in organizations.

Our coding scheme used the following five catego-
ries: defensive triggers, defense mechanisms, biased
processes, defensive behaviors, and organizational
defenses. In all papers, we were able to identify
defensive triggers. Not all papers included defense
mechanisms (e.g., Maguire & Hardy, 2009), biased
processes (e.g., Petriglieri & Peshkam, 2022), defen-
sive behaviors (e.g., Dashtipour, Frost & Traynor,
2021), or organizational defenses (e.g., Cuganesan,
2017). Table 4 provides an example of our coding
approach, featuring a sample of papers from our
review.

WHAT IS DEFENSIVENESS?

Across management and psychology research,
“defensiveness” is used as a broad term for a range of
phenomena—unconscious defense mechanisms,
biased or motivated reasoning, self-protective beha-
viors, and organizational defense routines that insu-
late systems from distress and change. Although
these perspectives focus on the same phenomenon
(defensiveness as a self-protective response to a per-
ceived threat), they provide different accounts about
what defensiveness is, how it is triggered, where it
resides, and how it unfolds. This fragmentation has
resulted in parallel research streams that focus on
different facets of defensiveness.

In our review, we organize the defensiveness liter-
ature into four perspectives represented in both psy-
chology and management. The “psychodynamic
perspective” treats defensiveness as an unconscious
affect regulation process that protects the self from
anxiety or shame. The “social-cognitive perspective”
conceptualizes defensiveness as motivated cogni-
tion and a threat-biased response that seeks to

preserve self-integrity. The “behavioral perspective”
focuses on visible self-protective actions (e.g., justi-
fying, deflecting blame, resisting change) enacted to
protect image, status, or control. Finally, the
“organizational perspective” locates defensiveness
in collective defensive routines and social defenses
that are embedded in organizational structures, rou-
tines, policies, and practices that protect an organi-
zational system from threat. Table 5 presents key
differences among perspectives including each per-
spective’s core view of defensiveness, what is threat-
ened, primary processes, and common ways the
phenomenon is studied. Table 6 provides a sum-
mary of existing measures.

Psychodynamic Perspective: Defensiveness as
Unconscious Affect Regulation

“Defensiveness” arose out of Sigmund Freud’s
pioneering work. In his 1894 essay, Freud intro-
duced the idea of “defense” to explain neurotic
symptom formation as an unconscious response to
unacceptable impulses (Freud, [1894] 1964), thereby
setting the stage for the study of “defense mechan-
isms,” defined in contemporary terms as “cognitive
processes that protect the individual from experienc-
ing excessive anxiety and to protect the self and self-
esteem” (Cramer, 2008: 1963).

While the origins of defensiveness in psychoana-
lytic theory are often associated with Sigmund
Freud, it was his daughter, Anna Freud (1936), who
systematically cataloged and elaborated on defense
mechanisms in her landmark work The Ego and the
Mechanisms of Defense. Freud (1936) systematized
10 mechanisms (e.g., displacement, regression, ratio-
nalization), shifting emphasis from drive conflict to
ego adaptation. Her work recast defense as an adap-
tive function, paving the way for considering defen-
sive processes along a continuum of maturity.
Building on Anna Freud, ego psychologists explored
how defenses contribute to normal development
and social adjustment (Cooper, 1998). The focus
moved from pathology to adaptation. Empirical
research following Freud has flourished, albeit in
fractured silos with a large divide separating psycho-
dynamic and non-psychodynamic traditions.

Although some debate remains about the distinc-
tions between defense mechanisms (generally seen
as maladaptive) and coping (generally seen as adap-
tive; see Cramer, 1998, and Kramer, 2010), several
taxonomies categorize defense mechanisms along a
hierarchy ranging from maladaptive to adaptive (Di
Giuseppe & Perry, 2021; Vaillant, 1971, 1994). Thus,
scholars generally recognize that, depending on the
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TABLE 5

Four Perspectives on Defensiveness

Psychodynamic

Social-Cognitive

Behavioral

Organizational

Core view of
defensiveness

Largely unconscious
anxiety regulation via
ego defenses (Freud,
1936; Vaillant, 1992)

Source of threat Ego integrity; shame or
anxiety; identity
coherence (Freud,

1936; Vaillant, 1992)

Primary Defense mechanisms
processes that transform
meaning or affect
(e.g., denial,
projection,
rationalization)
(Freud, 1936; Cramer,
2000; Vaillant, 1992)
Primary Clinical or interpretive
research and qualitative
methods observation; self-

report measures of
defenses (Cramer,
1998; Vaillant, 1992)

Motivated cognition;
biased processing to
protect self-integrity
under threat (Kray,
Howland, Russell &
Jackman, 2017; Sherman
& Cohen, 2006)

Loss of self-integrity,
valued identities,
attachments, or
worldviews (Bosson,
2025; Hart et al., 2005;
Nadler et al., 2009; Vail,
Arndt, Motyl &
Pyszczynski, 2012)

Motivated reasoning and
attributions; biased
cognitive processing;
affirmation and identity
repair (Critcher &
Dunning, 2015; Phillips
& Lowery, 2020;
Sherman & Cohen, 2006)

Experiments; threat
manipulations; indirect
measures of bias and
acceptance; intervention
studies (Murray et al.,
2023; Sherman et al.,
2009)

Observable self-protective

action (facework,
impression management,
avoidance) (Bolino et al.,
2008; Goffman, 1959)

Loss of image or face, or

interpersonal standing;
evaluation concerns (Fast
et al., 2014; Van
Iddekinge, McFarland &
Raymark, 2007)

Defensive tactics such as

self-censorship, blame,
feedback avoidance,
derogation, aggression,
impression management
(Ashford & Cummings,
1983; Bolino et al., 2008;
Cho & Fast, 2012)

Behavioral coding; surveys

or scales (voice and
silence, feedback
management); field studies
(Ashford & Cummings,
1983; Morrison & Milliken,
2000; Van Dyne et al.,
2003)

Defensiveness is a property

of organizational
structures, routines,
policies, and practices that
protect an organizational
system from threat
(Argyris, 1990; Petriglieri
& Petriglieri, 2020)

Organizational legitimacy or

identity; collective
anxiety; undiscussables
that endanger learning and
adaptation (Argyris, 1990;
Arndt & Bigelow, 2000;
Kahn, 2022; Staw et al.,
1981)

Defensive routines; social

defenses; threat rigidity
(Argyris, 1990; Mikkelsen
et al., 2020; Staw et al.,
1981)

Case and field studies;

ethnography, discursive
analysis; multilevel theory
and tests (Argyris, 1990;
Ashforth & Reingen, 2014;
Pinkse, Hahn & Figge,
2019; Staw et al., 1981)

mechanism deployed, the person, and the situa-
tional context, defense mechanisms can be seen as
either a help or a hindrance to healthy adaptation to
various challenges and demands. The extent to
which various mechanisms are categorized as adap-
tive or mature, neurotic, or affect regulating depends
on the taxonomy employed (Cramer, 1998; Di Giu-
seppe & Perry, 2021; Vaillant, 1992).

Research from the psychodynamic perspective
often employs interpretive methods, qualitative
work, and close observation of affect and meaning-
making. Observer-rated measures provide the bene-
fit of expert ratings and, potentially, inter-rater
reliability. In the clinical setting, there are several
high-quality projective methods (e.g., Rorschach
test) and interview-based methods reviewed in
depth by Perry and Lanni (1998), with the “gold
standard” being the defense mechanisms rating
scales (DMRS) (Di Giuseppe & Perry, 2021). How-
ever, these methods have not been used much in

research settings among the literatures reviewed
here, perhaps due to the extensive training some of
the methods require.

There are two prominent self-report assessments
of defenses: Bond’s defense style questionnaire
(DSQ) (Bond, Gardner, Christian & Sigal, 1983)
and Perry’s DMRS (Perry, 1990). The DSQ and the
DMRS have been researched extensively and vali-
dated through multiple studies (Di Giuseppe &
Perry, 2021; Vaillant, 1992). Despite the validation
studies mentioned above, concerns have been
raised regarding the use of self-report methods to
assess psychodynamic defense mechanisms. Chief
among these concerns is the challenge of self-
reporting on unconscious processes (Davidson &
MacGregor, 1998). As Cramer (2000) notes, indivi-
duals who habitually employ immature defenses
are likely to do so even while completing self-
report surveys, thereby undermining the validity
of their responses.
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TABLE 6
Defensiveness Measures
No. of
Measure Name Citation(s) Dimensions Items Method of Measurement
Psychodynamic measures
Defense mechanisms rating scale (DMRS)* Perry (1990) 3-30 30 —150 Observer rating, self-report,
Di Giuseppe and Perry (2021) and Q-sort versions
Prout, Di Giuseppe, available
Zilcha-Mano, Perry,
and Conversano (2022)
Defense style questionnaire (DSQ)* Bond et al. (1983)* 24 88 Self-report
Behavioral measures
Defensive verbal behavior assessment Barrett et al. (2002) 1 25 Observer rating
(DVBA)
Defensive impression management McFarland et al. (2005) 4P — Observer rating
Defensive silence Van Dyne et al. (2003) 1 5 Observer rating
Defensive voice 1 5
Defensive silence Brinsfield (2013) 1 6 Self-report
Defensive silence Wang and Hsieh (2013) 1 5 Self-report
Defensive voice Maynes and Podsakoff (2014) 1 5 Observer rating
Defensive avoidance (of decisions) Mann, Burnett, Radford, and 2 11 Self-report
Ford (1997)
Defensive information Fandt and Ferris (1990) 1 1 Content analysis
Social-cognitive measures
Derogation of feedback Vitriol and Moskowitz (2021) 1 4 Self-report
Acceptance of information Sherman et al. (2000) 1 2 Self-report
Intention to change behavior based on 1 2
information
Denial of gender discrimination Hideg and Wilson (2020) 1 5 Self-report
Denigration of others’ competence Cho and Fast (2012) 1 7 Self-report
Managerial voice aversion Fast et al. (2014) 3 12 Self-report
Heart rate Karmali et al. (2017) 1 — Physiological devise
Galvanic skin response 1 —

Physiological devise (EEG)

Ethnography

Case-based and archival
research, discourse analysis

Self-report

Notes: Table is intended as a representative, rather than exhaustive, list.

& Full measure can be found in Vaillant (1992).

Y The defensive impression management tactic labeled “apologies” would not be considered defensive according to our integrative

definition.

Social-Cognitive Perspective: Defensiveness as
Motivated Information Processing

The social-cognitive perspective on defensiveness
emerged from the cognitive revolution in psychol-
ogy and conceptualizes defensiveness as motivated
information processing under threat. As attention
shifted in the mid-20th century from strict behavior-
ism toward cognition, affect, and motivation,
researchers increasingly examined how people pro-
tect valued self-views through biased attention,
interpretation, and judgment (Westen, 1998). Impor-
tantly, much of this work developed to depart from

psychodynamic perspectives and was grounded in
quantitative approaches to assessing defensiveness
and its consequence (Mikulincer, Shaver, Cassidy &
Berant, 2009; Paulhus, Fridhandler & Hayes, 1997).
This divergence contributed to fragmentation
between psychodynamic and non-psychodynamic
traditions in how defensiveness is defined, explained,
and measured.

The social-cognitive perspective conceptualizes
defensiveness as motivated cognition: when infor-
mation threatens one’s self-worth belonging, or
worldview, people engage in biased processing to
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preserve a sense of self-integrity. Central mecha-
nisms include cognitive dissonance reduction
(Pyszczynski, Greenberg, Solomon, Sideris & Stub-
ing, 1993), motivated reasoning (Phillips & Lowery,
2020; Proudfoot, Kay & Mann, 2015), and worldview
defenses that endow one’s life with meaning (Green-
berg, Arndt, Simon, Pyszczynski & Solomon, 2000).
Such defenses are often seen in stereotypes, preju-
dice, and rigid ideologies (Bertin, Marinthe, Biddle-
stone & Delouvée, 2022; Elkins et al., 2002; Vieira de
Figueiredo & Pereira, 2021).

Where psychodynamic perspectives emphasize
affective defense mechanisms, social-cognitive per-
spectives emphasize individual and interpersonal
motivations for defensiveness. For instance, self-
affirmation theory (Sherman & Cohen, 2006) asserts
that people are motivated to preserve self-integrity,
and that, when various threats undermine self-
integrity, people act out in self-defense. In a similar
vein, terror management theory (Greenberg, Pyszc-
zynski & Solomon, 1986) proposes that people are
motivated to avoid thoughts of death and that they
work to maintain self-esteem and cultural beliefs, at
least partly, to guard against existential anxiety. Sys-
tem justification theory suggests that people are
motivated “to imbue the status quo with legitimacy
and to see it as good, fair, natural, desirable, and
even inevitable” (Jost, Banaji & Nosek, 2004: 887).

Individual difference theories of defense explain
how people have preferred strategies for defensively
self-regulating negative affect. For instance, defen-
sive pessimists expect the worst, setting low expec-
tations for themselves as a way to guard against the
anxiety of possible failure in risky situations (Norem
& Cantor, 1986; Sanna, 1996), and attachment inse-
cure individuals cling to or run from close relation-
ships as a defensive strategy due to unmet childhood
needs (Mikulincer et al., 2009). Individuals charac-
terized by defensive high self-esteem may outwardly
express positive self-regard, but, at a deeper, less
conscious level, they harbor self-doubt, and this dis-
crepancy leads to defensive behavior (Jordan et al.,
2003).

Research from the social-cognitive perspective
typically relies on experimental paradigms and indi-
rect measures that elicit defensiveness (e.g., expo-
sure to disconfirming or threatening information;
Griffin & Harris, 2011; Harris & Napper, 2005). Com-
mon indicators include threat-triggered in-group favor-
itism and out-group derogation (Falomir-Pichastor &
Mugny, 2009; Jordan et al., 2003; Smeekes & Verkuy-
ten, 2013) and source or evidence derogation (Fast
et al., 2014; Vitriol & Moskowitz, 2021; Vitriol, O’Shea

& Calanchini, 2024), where questioning the credibility
of undesirable information functions to reduce the
insecurity it would otherwise evoke. Physiological
indicators of stress response, such as heart rate, skin
conductance, and error-related negativity within the
brain, have also been used as indirect measures of
defensiveness (Fiacconi, Dekraker & Kohler, 2015;
Karmali, Kawakami & Page-Gould, 2017; Legault,
Al-Khindi & Inzlicht, 2012; Lojowska, Gladwin,
Hermans & Roelofs, 2015).

Behavioral Perspective: Defensiveness as Visible
Self-Protective Action

The behavioral perspective examines defensive-
ness as visible behaviors in contrast to psychodynamic
perspectives that focus primarily on intrapersonal
processes that are not often visible to observers.
Here, defensiveness is expressed through interactional
moves such as impression management (Bourdage
et al., 2018), blaming (Fotaki & Hyde, 2015), excusing
(Schumann & Dragotta, 2020), withholding input (Kie-
witz, Restubog, Shoss, Garcia & Tang, 2016), or deni-
grating feedback that could be self-threatening (Cho &
Fast, 2012).

Behavioral perspectives are especially common in
organizational research because they are measurable
and consequential: defensive behaviors directly
shape communication quality (Fast et al., 2014), psy-
chological safety (Coutifaris & Grant, 2022), conflict
escalation (Weingart, Behfar, Bendersky, Todorova
& Jehn, 2015), and whether teams can surface and
correct errors (Hodgkinson & Wright, 2002). At the
same time, a behavioral lens can understate why a
given tactic is compelling to the actor (e.g., protect-
ing the need for identity, belonging, or meaning).
This creates an opportunity for integration: behav-
ioral manifestations are often the “surface signals” of
deeper psychodynamic and social-cognitive pro-
cesses, and they can aggregate into stable organiza-
tional patterns.

Research from the behavioral perspective tends
to employ behavioral coding and observation,
scenario-based measures, leader or peer reports, and
construct-specific scales (e.g., defensive voice or
silence, impression management; Bourdage et al.,
2018; Van Dyne et al., 2003; Ng, Wang, Hsu & Su,
2022). Researchers have assessed observer-rated
defensiveness by having independent coders rate
the extent to which romantic partners use excuses,
deny responsibility, propose negative solutions,
and engage in negative mind reading (Gottman &
Levenson, 1992) as well as criticize, blame, reject



10 Academy of Management Annals Month

alternative viewpoints, act condescending, and
refuse to negotiate (Overall, Fletcher, Simpson &
Fillo, 2015). Similarly, the defensive verbal behavior
assessment (DVBA) uses an interview and coding
scheme to detect traces of defensiveness left in
speech content or structure (Barrett, Williams &
Fong, 2002).

Organizational Perspective: Defensiveness as
Embedded Routines and Threat Rigidity

Finally, the organizational perspective shifts the
unit of analysis from individuals and interactions to
systems that give rise to defensiveness. Organiza-
tional perspectives on defensiveness originate
primarily from management scholarship. This per-
spective is crucial for management theory because it
explains the paradox that motivates much of the
defensiveness phenomenon: organizations can be
filled with well-intentioned individuals who value
learning, yet still reproduce structures and routines
that systematically discourage voice, amplify blame,
and protect existing arrangements.

Research on organizational defensive routines
(Argyris, 1986, 1990) explains how organizations
develop policies and practices that prevent embar-
rassment or threat yet also block the detection and
correction of underlying problems. In a similar vein,
the threat rigidity perspective on organizational
defense (Staw, Sandelands & Dutton, 1981) shows
how threat can produce restricted information pro-
cessing and constricted control at multiple levels.

Systems-psychodynamic scholarship emphasizes
“social defenses,” collective mechanisms through
which organizational members protect themselves
from threats. Social defenses are:

collective arrangements—such as an organiza-
tional structure, a work method, or a prevalent
discourse—created or used by an organization’s mem-
bers as a protection against disturbing affect derived
from external threats, internal conflicts, or the nature
of their work. They are features of a collective that
people invest in to bolster their individual defense
mechanisms. (Petriglieri & Petriglieri, 2020: 418)

Social defenses may reduce primary anxiety yet gen-
erate secondary (substitute) anxieties that become
the focus of attention and the target of change efforts,
shifting attention without resolving the original
threat (Mobasseri et al., 2024; Padavic et al., 2020;
Tinsley et al., 2024).

Research on defensiveness from an organizational
perspective tends to employ ethnographic, case-
based, or archival research methods. The lack of

quantitative research at the organizational level is, in
our perspective, due to the absence of empirically
validated measures of defensiveness, particularly in
the context of work. In our review, we found just one
self-report measure of organizational defensive rou-
tines (Yang, Secchi & Homberg, 2018). While the
measure claims to assess defensive routines, the self-
report items focus on individual defensive beha-
viors, not organizational processes or norms.

The Four Perspectives in Current
Management Scholarship

Although all four perspectives speak to self-
protection under threat, they differ in their disciplinary
home bases. The psychodynamic and social-cognitive
perspectives have their origins in psychology and the
papers on these perspectives are predominantly in
psychology journals. These perspectives tend to priv-
ilege intrapersonal explanations, focused on how
threat alters meaning, affect, and cognition. They
often rely on interpretivist methods (psychodynamic
perspective) and experimental paradigms (social-
cognitive perspective) to specify micro-level processes
through which people avoid, distort, or reframe threat-
ening information.

Management research tends to emphasize implica-
tions of defensiveness beyond the self. Specifically,
management research focuses more on defensive
behaviors and their consequences for organizations.
“Defensive behaviors” are “reactive and protective
actions intended to reduce a perceived threat or to
avoid an unwanted demand of an individual or
group” (Ashforth & Lee, 1990: 622). Examples of
defensive behaviors at work include criticism (Horn-
sey & Imani, 2004), blame (Bosmans, Mousaid, De
Cuyper, Hardonk, Louckx & Vanroelen, 2016; Skar-
licki, Kay, Aquino & Fushtey, 2017), or dismissal of
others’ perspectives (Cho & Fast, 2012; Miller, 2019).

In addition to the vast and varied accounts of
defensive behaviors at work, management research
has produced a sizable literature drawing upon the
psychodynamic tradition, now called “systems psy-
chodynamics” (Petriglieri & Petriglieri, 2022). Aris-
ing out of pioneering work from Eric Trist, Wilfred
Bion, and Kurt Lewin conducted at the Tavistock
Institute in London around the mid-20th century,
systems psychodynamics integrates psychodynamic
theory with open systems theory (von Bertalanffy,
1950) to explain tensions between individual thoughts,
emotions, motivations and organizational norms, struc-
tures, and practices (Arnaud, 2012; Fraher, 2004a). The
theory acknowledges that people who work in
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organizations bring internal psychic conflict (e.g.,
between needs for control and autonomy), which they
manage, in part, through unconscious efforts played
out in organizational life (Petriglieri & Petriglieri, 2020).

Mirroring psychology, the management discipline’s
approach to defensiveness is fragmented between the
psychodynamic tradition and non-psychodynamic
tradition. Psychodynamic management scholarship
emphasizes mechanisms of defense, using interpretive
methods to reveal how seemingly rational actions
may, in fact, be driven by irrational or unconscious
defensive aims. In contrast, non-psychodynamic man-
agement scholarship emphasizes the consequences of
such actions for the work context.

The fragmentation across perspectives reflects
different assumptions about where defensiveness
resides, how it operates, and why it persists. Each of
the four perspectives explains an important and
compelling piece of the defensive process. However,
few accounts adequately capture the entire picture.
A rare exception is Hart, Shaver, and Goldenberg’s
(2005) theoretical integration of self-esteem, attach-
ment, terror management, and worldview defenses.
In the sections that follow, we extend Hart et al.’s
(2005) theorizing to incorporate the perspectives
from management research. In doing so, we attempt
to bring coherence to these disparate perspectives
with an integrated definition and model.

Integrated Definition

To develop an integrated definition, we drew
upon the four perspectives mentioned above (psy-
chodynamic, social cognitive, behavioral, organiza-
tional) alongside a review of the entire database.
Fourteen anchor papers and one book (Vaillant,
1992) were especially helpful in creating an inte-
grated definition. We ensured that the anchor papers
came from both of our key disciplines and repre-
sented a broad cross section of the diverse perspec-
tives within them. We identified anchors by
selecting those that were cited more than 500 times
and focused on defensiveness as a central phenome-
non. Specifically, the anchor psychology references
clarified the difference between defense mecha-
nisms and coping (Cramer, 1998), explained the
variety of defense mechanisms ranging from adap-
tive to maladaptive (Vaillant, 1994, 2000; Vaillant
et al., 1986), tested the empirical validity of com-
monly cited defense mechanisms (Baumeister et al.,
1998), situated the study of defense mechanisms in a
broader historical and scientific context (Cramer,
2000; Vaillant, 1992; Westen, 1998), integrated

multiple psychological theories of defense (Hart
etal., 2005), and introduced the concept of defensive
high self-esteem (Jordan et al., 2003). We also exam-
ined key management references that defined the
characteristics of defensive behaviors (Ashforth &
Lee, 1990) and defensiveness as a process that occurs
at both the individual and collective levels (Argyris,
1990; Brown & Starkey, 2000; Menzies, 1960).

Our review reveals a shared core across the four per-
spectives and across disciplinary and theoretical silos.
Specifically, three consistent characteristics emerge:

1. Defensiveness is an insecure response to per-
ceived psychological threat.

2. Defensiveness is palliative in nature. It treats
symptoms of threat, not causes.

3. Defensiveness is a response to protect an existing
self-system or social structure.

Bringing these elements together, we propose the fol-
lowing integrative definition:

Defensiveness is an insecure and palliative response
to protect an existing system from a perceived threat.

The following are the defining characteristics of
defensiveness:

Defensiveness is an insecure response. Across
all four perspectives, defensiveness is fundamentally
an insecure response, activated by the experience of a
perceived threat to oneself, one’s relationships, or
worldview (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, Solomon, Pinel,
Simon & Jordan, 1993; Overall, Simpson & Struthers,
2013; Pyszczynski, Greenberg, Solomon, Arndt &
Schimel, 2004; Rutjens, van der Pligt & van Harre-
veld, 2009). Insecurity, in psychological terms, can be
defined as a subjective sense of vulnerability that
arises when a person experiences a perceived threat
(Hart et al., 2005). In organizational settings, insecu-
rity may be triggered by fears of failure, job loss, or
perceived threats to professional competence, iden-
tity, or significance.

In a series of experimental studies, Hart et al.
(2005) established that, when one or more security
systems (self-esteem, attachment, or worldview) are
compromised, individuals are significantly more
likely to exhibit defensive behaviors. Defensiveness
is a response to vulnerability and insecurity. In a sub-
sequent theoretical synthesis, Hart (2014) formalized
these findings into an integrative theory of psycholog-
ical defense. He argued that defenses are best under-
stood as unconscious or semi-conscious responses
to perceived threats to one’s self-worth, relational
belonging, or worldview. The theme of insecurity
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cuts across several research perspectives on defen-
siveness, including psychodynamic theory, attach-
ment theory, terror management theory, and systems
justification theory (Hart, 2014). Insecurity is not
merely low self-confidence or fear, but a deeper psy-
chological state arising when the core systems of
safety fail to support the individual in times of stress
or threat. The more interdependent weaknesses
among these systems, the greater the likelihood that a
person will experience insecurity and engage in a
defensive response.

As a consequence of defensiveness’ insecure nature,
defensiveness is also fundamentally unconscious.
Although not all defensiveness related constructs
explicitly mention its unconscious nature, we did
not identify any scholarship arguing that it is a con-
scious phenomenon. Indeed, the psychodynamic
approach is quite firmly rooted in an understanding
of defenses as unconscious (Cramer, 1998; Petriglieri
& Petriglieri, 2020; Pratt & Crosina, 2016).

There is, however, the issue of research describing
defensive behaviors. If people engage in overt defen-
sive behaviors, to what extent are those behaviors
conscious? We argue that such behaviors are defen-
sive to the extent that the underlying insecurity driv-
ing actions remains outside of conscious awareness.
For instance, a person may deliberately thwart a nec-
essary organizational change because the change
will have negative consequences for them person-
ally, and this person may know on some level that
they are being obstinate for “no good reason.” How-
ever, in such cases, it is unlikely that the defensive
person is fully aware of the underlying insecurity
driving their behavior. Most likely, due to cultural
pressures for bureaucratic rationality, the defensive
individual would unconsciously invent seemingly
logical reasons for their behavior to obscure their
vulnerability (Mobasseri et al., 2024; Padavic et al.,
2020).

Organizations are performative spaces that encour-
age people to display themselves as rational actors
(Vince, 2006). Strong incentives to hide felt insecurity
prevent the kind of deep introspection that would be
required for someone to be fully aware of the insecure
motivations driving their defensive behavior. To the
extent that a person becomes consciously aware of
their underlying insecurity, they are quite likely to
find other, less defensive means of coping, because
defenses function best precisely when they remain
outside of conscious awareness. Exposing defenses
for what they are typically undermines their effective-
ness. Hence, even when a person is aware they are
engaging in defensive behaviors, the insecure reasons

for those behaviors are likely unconscious and deeply
defensive.

Defensiveness is a palliative response. Defen-
siveness is fundamentally palliative in how it man-
ages psychological distress. Much like hospice care
in medicine, which focuses on alleviating symptoms
rather than curing underlying disease, a defensive
response aims to ease emotional discomfort without
confronting the root cause of the threat. As Nuss-
baum and Dweck (2008: 599) explain, defensive
responses “allow people to adjust to the problem
psychologically rather than confronting it head on.”
Defensiveness operates indirectly, enabling indivi-
duals to preserve self-concept or emotional equilib-
rium without engaging with the source of discomfort.

This palliative quality distinguishes defensiveness
from deliberate, problem-focused strategies, which
are typically planned, coordinated, and oriented
toward resolving threats. Whereas strategic responses
aim to solve problems, palliative responses seek to
reduce the negative thoughts or feelings arising from
those problems rather than eliminate its source.

In organizational settings, palliative responses
may take the form of symbolic gestures or temporary
fixes that offer short-term relief without addressing
deeper, structural issues (Fitzsimons et al., 2025).
These responses are not inherently irrational; rather,
they serve an important function by maintaining
psychological or social stability amid perceived
threats (Stollberg, Klackl & Jonas, 2024). Prior
research on defensiveness has indicated that one
must know the actor’s motive to ascertain whether
something is truly defensive (Ashforth & Lee, 1990).
Assuming incomplete access to an actor’s motiva-
tions, this integrative definition advances the litera-
ture by providing a more externally observable
criteria by which to evaluate whether something is
defensive or not. If the underlying cause of a prob-
lem is known, the extent to which the actor avoids
addressing that problem can be used as a yardstick
for the level of defensiveness.

Defensiveness is oriented toward protecting an
existing system. Our review of the literatures sur-
faced three primary system vulnerabilities that trigger
a defensive response: vulnerabilities in a personal
system (e.g., Fast et al., 2014), a relational system (e.g.,
Fraley et al., 2000), or a collective worldview (e.g.,
Mobasseri et al., 2024). Perceived vulnerabilities in
the personal system might include receiving critical
feedback at work, which challenges one’s self-
concept as competent and capable (Vitriol & Mosko-
witz, 2021). In the relational system, threats can arise
from changes in close relationships, such as
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dissolution of a mentoring relationship (Ulus, 2021)
or loneliness and isolation in emotionally laden
workspaces (Kahn, 2022). For a collective worldview
or meaning system, perceived threats can stem from
challenges to group identity, such as demographic
changes in a country’s ethnic or religious diversity
(Al-Kire, Pasek, Tsang & Rowatt, 2021; Bertin
etal., 2022).

DEFENSIVENESS AT WORK: AN
INTEGRATIVE MODEL

Across psychology and management, scholars
agree that defensiveness is a mostly (though not
exclusively) maladaptive response to a perceived
threat, yet they diverge sharply in what counts as a
“threat,” where it originates, and how it produces
defensive behavior. The psychodynamic perspective
emphasizes unconscious defenses that protect the
self from anxiety and internal conflict; the social-
cognitive perspective highlights how motivated cog-
nition and biased processing protects self-integrity,
belonging, or worldview; the behavioral perspective
locates defensiveness as visible behaviors; and the
organizational perspective foregrounds collective
defenses. To connect these strands, we introduce an

Yip and Walker 13

integrative threat—insecurity model of defensiveness
(depicted in Figure 1).

Figure 1 advances defensiveness research by inte-
grating the four perspectives into a single cross-level
process model rather than treating them as compet-
ing accounts. The model begins with defensive trig-
gers and the ensuing felt insecurity emphasized in
social-cognitive research. It then shows how felt
insecurity results in invisible defenses articulated
differently by the psychodynamic (defense mecha-
nisms) and social-cognitive perspective (biased pro-
cessing). The invisible defenses result in visible
defenses observed at both the micro (defensive beha-
viors) and macro (organizational) levels of analysis.
This model links the four perspectives through a
shared regulatory dynamic. The framework accounts
for how threats vary widely in content and context,
but they converge in a common psychological expe-
rience: felt insecurity.

The integration can be illustrated with a common
organizational episode: a leader is criticized after a
failed product launch. The criticism constitutes a
defensive trigger that evokes felt insecurity (i.e., per-
sonal insecurity about competence, status, or iden-
tity). This insecurity motivates biased processing or
defense mechanisms. For example, the criticized

FIGURE 1
Integrated Model of Defensiveness in Organizations
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leader may attribute the failed product launch due to
insufficient marketing spend, not product flaws,
which could be seen as selective attention to infor-
mation and motivated reasoning (social-cognitive
explanation) or as denial (psychodynamic explana-
tion). These internal processes surface in defensive
behaviors such as interrupting, denigrating the mes-
sage or messenger, or making excuses. As similar
episodes recur, other people may respond defen-
sively (e.g., self-censoring, withholding bad news)
until the organization develops patterned practices
that avoid threatening information (e.g., discontinu-
ing reports on failing performance indicators). What
starts as an individual attempt to regulate insecurity
becomes an entrenched organizational defense that
insulates the system from disconfirming feedback
and undermines learning.

By aligning these elements in sequence, the model
clarifies what each perspective explains and how
they connect: felt insecurity is the bridging construct
that links (a) psychodynamic defenses that operate
outside awareness; (b) social-cognitive biases that
protect valued self-views, relationships, or world-
views; (c) behavioral enactments that shape interac-
tion and contagion; and (d) organizational defenses
that persist beyond individuals. Our central integra-
tive claim is that defensiveness across levels can be
understood as regulation of felt insecurity under per-
ceived threat, which opens new research directions.
Researchers can trace how different triggers produce
distinct forms of insecurity, which result in specific
defenses and behaviors, and over time become
embedded within organizational systems.

WHAT TRIGGERS DEFENSIVENESS?

“Defensive triggers” are individual or situational
factors that activate or intensify defensive responses.
These include a range of perceived threats, such as
challenges to one’s identity, status, morality, pur-
pose, or physical safety. What differentiates defen-
sive triggers is their ability to cue an individual to a
perceived threat, thereby prompting a defensive
reaction. Once a defensive trigger is experienced,
individuals are likely to enter a defensive state. This
is a psychological condition marked by heightened
vulnerability and felt insecurity. While often operat-
ing outside conscious awareness, this state functions
as an internal alarm system, signaling that core psy-
chological needs are under threat.

Felt Insecurity as an Integrating Mechanism

Our review led us to conclude that felt insecurity
is an underlying and integrating mechanism to

understand defensive triggers. A foundational set of
studies by Hart et al. (2005) and a subsequent con-
ceptual review by Hart (2014) underscore that felt
insecurity lies at the core of defensive reactions. Inte-
grating findings from terror management theory,
attachment theory, and self-esteem research, Hart
and colleagues argue that people regulate perceived
threats through a tripartite system of psychological
security, encompassing personal security (associ-
ated with self-esteem and personal identity), rela-
tional security (associated with belonging and social
identity), and security of worldviews (involving cul-
tural beliefs, ideologies, and existential meaning).
Each of these domains represents the multifaceted
nature of felt insecurity.

Empirical evidence suggests that defensive behav-
ior is more likely when one or more of a person’s
security systems are threatened. For example, Hart
et al. (2005) found that, when participants were
reminded of mortality, those with strong self-esteem
or secure attachments exhibited fewer defensive
responses, whereas those with fragile security
reacted with intensified worldview defense, such as
out-group derogation or rigid adherence to cultural
norms. These findings highlight both the central role
of insecurity in defensiveness and the interdepen-
dence of the three security domains. Across all
threats, a defensive reaction reflects an effort to man-
age underlying insecurity.

Defining and Categorizing Defensive Triggers

Building on this integrating mechanism, we define
“defensive triggers” as experiences that threaten a
person’s psychological security, encompassing per-
sonal, relational, or worldview security. These trig-
gers may range from explicit threats, such as harsh
criticism or social rejection, to more subtle psycho-
logical challenges like self-discrepancy (Higgins,
1987) or interpersonal ambiguity. Hart et al.’s (2005)
tripartite security system theory provides a useful
framework for categorizing these triggers into three
overarching domains: (1) threats to self-worth or per-
sonal identity, including failure, moral transgres-
sion, or role conflict; (2) threats to belonging or
social identity, such as exclusion, abandonment, or
criticism from significant others; and (3) threats to
meaning or worldview, such as conflicting beliefs,
paradox, organizational change, or environmental
instability.

Importantly, defensive responses vary based on
which security system is perceived to be under
threat. Threats to the personal self (e.g., via abusive
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supervision) have been associated with individual
responses such as defensive silence and resistance to
influence (Kiewitz et al., 2016; Tepper, Duffy & Shaw,
2001). In contrast, perceived threats to a collective
identity are associated with worldview defenses
(Bendersky, 2014; Goplen & Plant, 2015). For instance,
Bertin et al. (2022) found that people who feel threat-
ened by rising numbers of immigrants are more likely
to subscribe to conspiracy theories. Recognizing these
differences in how perceived threats function as defen-
sive triggers helps organize the diverse defensiveness
constructs that have proliferated across different per-
spectives, bringing clarity and a unifying logic to an
otherwise fragmented literature.

Threats to Self-Worth or Personal Identity

Defensiveness often arises when individuals per-
ceive threats to their self-worth, competence, or
identity. These threats may originate from internal
psychological needs or external social cues, activat-
ing protective responses aimed at preserving the ego.
Petriglieri and Petriglieri (2020) emphasize that
identity is a central locus of organizational life and
that threats to identity can provoke psychological
defenses. They argue that organizational structures
can evoke unconscious anxieties by disrupting iden-
tity systems that ordinarily provide psychological
containment. Feedback, failed transformation
efforts, or status loss may provoke defensiveness if
they are perceived as undermining a person’s core
identity (Brown, 1997; Brown & Starkey, 2000).

Perceived threats to one’s occupational identity
have also been found to trigger defensiveness. Over-
identification with one’s professional role can make
criticism of work feel like a personal attack. For
example, individuals engaged in stigmatized or
“dirty work” may exhibit identity defenses when
their roles are devalued (Ashforth et al., 2007). Simi-
larly, expert identity threat (Kang & Kim, 2022)
demonstrates how challenges to perceived expertise
can elicit defensiveness in the form of over-
precision, rigidity, or resistance to feedback.

Threats to Belonging or Social Identity

Belonging and relational connection are essential
human needs. According to attachment theory, indi-
viduals have a drive to form secure relationships
(Bowlby, 1969). In the workplace, when this security
is threatened, through interpersonal conflict or
social exclusion, people often respond with defen-
siveness. For example, being left out of team deci-
sions or feeling dismissed by a colleague may trigger

defensiveness in the form of withdrawal, passive—
aggressive behavior, or attempts to reassert
influence.

Threats to belonging include perceived threats to a
valued relationship, one’s in-group, or collective
identity (Adelman & Dasgupta, 2019; Danbold &
Huo, 2017; Murray, Lamarche, Seery, Jung, Griffin &
Brinkman, 2021). These include exclusion, criti-
cism, perceived rejection, or the breakdown of trust
within a group (Barton & Kahn, 2019; Ekstrom, Gon-
zales, Williams, Weiner & Aguilera, 2025; Hornsey &
Imani, 2004). Drawing from social identity theory,
individuals derive part of their self-concept from
their affiliations with social groups (Turner, Brown
& Tajfel, 1979). When an individual’s team, depart-
ment, or professional group is criticized or marginal-
ized, the perceived threat to social identity can elicit
defensive strategies. For example, a team labeled as
underperforming may respond with defensiveness
to protect its collective identity and esteem.

Workplace relationships are a powerful source of
both support and threat. Abusive supervision, for
example, undermines relational trust and results in
defensive silence among employees (Kiewitz et al.,
2016). In such contexts, employees may not voice
concerns or may engage in retaliatory behaviors, not
because they are disengaged, but because they are
defending against anticipated relational harm. In a
study of managerial defensiveness, Isaakyan, Sherf,
Tangirala, and Guenter (2021) found that leaders
who felt relationally insecure were more likely to
discredit or dismiss input, especially when the feed-
back came from lower-status employees. This cre-
ates a self-reinforcing loop: the more defensively
leaders respond, the less likely employees are to
speak up in the future, reinforcing the conditions of
silence and distrust (Coutifaris & Grant, 2022).

Even constructive interventions can inadvertently
trigger defensiveness if they occur in a climate of
low trust. As Hofmann and Stetzer (1998) note in
their study of safety cultures, employees interpret
feedback through the lens of relational security.
When safety or performance interventions are seen
as punitive or blaming, even if unintentionally so,
employees would react defensively and undermine
the effectiveness of the intervention itself.

Organizational systems can amplify relational
threats through structure, culture, and design (Vince
& Broussine, 1996). Hierarchical silos, high turn-
over, and understaffing can all foster climates in
which individuals feel relationally vulnerable
(Kahn, 1993). In such contexts, defensive behaviors
become institutionalized rather than isolated
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(Mobasseri et al., 2024). One example is Kahn’s
(2022) ethnographic study of a child welfare agency.
Kahn (2022) found that staff, overwhelmed by emo-
tional labor and caregiving, engaged in “parallel
processes” of detachment, mirroring the very same
dysfunctional coping strategies of the traumatized
families they served.

Threats to Meaning

“Threats to meaning” refer to experiences that dis-
rupt an individual’s sense that the world is coherent,
significant, or purposeful (Hart, 2014; Tullett, Teper
& Inzlicht, 2011). Also known as “worldview
threats,” these threats can arise from events that con-
tradict deeply held beliefs, expose randomness, or
mortality. A person’s worldview encompasses the
belief systems, values, and narratives that provide
life with meaning and coherence (Hart et al., 2005).
This includes religious, moral, or ideological sys-
tems that affirm the significance of the self and one’s
group (Van Tongeren & Green, 2010).

When meaning is challenged, individuals often
experience psychological discomfort or anxiety,
which may activate defensive strategies to restore
coherence or reaffirm core values (Heine, Proulx &
Vohs, 2006). According to the terror management
perspective, investments in cultural worldviews are
a means of guarding against existential threats to
meaning (Pyszczynski, Greenberg & Solomon, 1999).
In the context of organizations, threats to shared
meaning, such as value conflicts or moral transgres-
sions, can destabilize members’ sense of purpose
(Weick, 1995). Perceived threats to meaning systems
are particularly salient in studies focused on organi-
zational change (Vince, 2006; Vince & Broussine,
1996) as well as in high-stress and high-stakes work
environments like health care and social services
(Mikkelsen, Gray & Petersen, 2020). In Kahn’s (2022)
work on abandonment in caregiving organizations,
frontline staff were confronted with the vulnerability
of patients and the finitude of human life. These
encounters activated deep existential fears, which
were managed through various defenses. The sever-
ity of the psychological response in these cases
aligns with terror management theory’s proposition
that mortality awareness provokes some of the most
powerful and unconscious defenses (Pyszczynski
etal., 1999).

Threats to meaning emerge prominently in the lit-
erature on organizational paradox (Garavan, Morley,
Cross, Carbery & Darcy, 2021; livonen, 2018), which
explores phenomena wherein seemingly contradictory
perspectives, demands, or insights are simultaneously

true (Lewis, 2000; Smith & Lewis, 2011). Ashforth
and Reingen’s (2014) ethnography of a natural food
co-operative revealed how board members struggled
to reconcile values around idealism as well as prag-
matism that were inherently in tension yet both vital
to the organization’s mission. Liischer and Lewis
(2008) observe that managers confronted with para-
doxical change oscillate between conflicting inter-
pretations, highlighting how competing schemas
unsettle meaning. Research has also explored how
managers defensively respond to identity paradoxes
when contradictory parts of their role must coexist
(Cuganesan, 2017), illustrating how a single defensive
trigger can threaten multiple needs simultaneously.

Meaning threats intensify during cultural clashes
and geopolitical crises. Rodner, Roulet, Kerrigan,
and vom Lehn (2020) examine how Venezuela’s art
institutions responded to political and social disrup-
tion. Defensive institutional work manifested as
efforts to protect existing norms and exclude disrup-
tive actors. Maguire and Hardy (2009) similarly
show how defensive discourses emerged in the
decline of DDT, with actors framing dissent as irra-
tional to preserve institutional legitimacy. These
cases underscore how events within and between
organizations can trigger defensiveness when mean-
ing systems are disrupted or under threat.

Integrative Perspective

Although our review of the literature suggests
some congruence between defensive trigger and felt
insecurity (e.g., threats to the self are likely to yield
personal insecurity and threats to belonging are
likely to yield relational insecurity), research also
indicates divergence. For instance, Murray et al.
(2023) found that experimentally bolstering people’s
need for belonging reduced their defensiveness to
non-relational threats such as existential uncertainty
and physical infection. Likewise, self-affirmation in
domains unrelated to the threat has repeatedly been
shown to reduce defensiveness; indeed, it is the tran-
scendent quality of affirming broader, less condi-
tional sources of self-integrity in unrelated domains
that enable someone to overcome defensive reac-
tions (Cohen & Sherman, 2014).

This research aligns with Hart and colleagues’ tri-
partite perspective of insecurity (Hart, 2014; Hart
et al., 2005). Rather than focusing on one type of
insecurity or another, the tripartite perspective sug-
gests interdependence among the three core systems
of safety (relational attachment, self-worth, and exis-
tential meaning). One safety system may dominate
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in any given situation, but they all operate like a
backstop for the others. When one or more system
fails to support the individual in times of stress or
threat, the more likely it is that felt insecurity will
elicit a defensive response, and it is possible that the
defensive response may surface in an area seemingly
unrelated to the threat domain. In the same manner,
a single threat may trigger felt insecurity in multiple
areas. For instance, presenting people of a dominant
group with evidence of social inequity that benefits
their group may threaten both the need for self-
esteem (e.g., implication of personal moral failure)
and the need for meaning (e.g., belief in a just world,
or meritocracy), thereby eliciting felt insecurity on
multiple levels (personal and worldview).

Taking this integrative view of threat, insecurity,
and defense yields important insights for manage-
ment research. Namely, it points to felt insecurity as
the underlying mechanism in the maintenance (and
potential dismantling) of complex social defenses at
work. Social defenses, such as those that maintain
racial and gender inequality in organizations (Handy
& Rowlands, 2017; Mobasseri et al., 2024, Padavic
et al., 2020), are notoriously challenging to confront
precisely because they soothe multiple domains of
insecurity simultaneously: personal, relational, and
worldview. Understanding the interconnectedness
of these three safety systems sheds light on why
attempting to address systems of inequity often feels
playing Whac-A-Mole. As soon as people feel threat-
ened in one domain, they shore up defenses in
another. Building up noncontingent sources of self-
worth, relational attachment, and meaning can sup-
port employees’ felt security and prepare them to
respond more securely to the inevitable threats
brought by organizational or social change. We fur-
ther develop this integrative perspective on the
interconnectedness of insecurities in the later sec-
tion on “What are effective ways to manage
defensiveness?”

Moderating Traits

Our review surfaced several moderating traits that
shape the extent to which people respond defen-
sively to perceived threats:

Self-esteem. Individuals whose self-worth is sta-
ble and noncontingent show markedly fewer defen-
sive distortions following ego threat than those with
fragile, contingent self-esteem (Jordan et al., 2003).
Buffering effects hold both for dispositional and
experimentally manipulated self-esteem (Harmon-
Jones, Simon, Greenberg, Pyszczynski, Solomon &
McGregor, 1997). Employees with low self-esteem

are particularly prone to interpreting neutral or con-
structive feedback as threatening, which result in
defensive behaviors such as withdrawal, hostility, or
denial (Varca & Levy, 1984). Research has shown
that those with defensive high self-esteem, an
explicit sense of confidence masking latent self-
doubt, are especially reactive to criticism and per-
ceived ego threats (Jordan et al., 2003).

Aftachment security. Attachment theory high-
lights how people’s disposition toward anxious and
avoidant attachment can influence their response to
perceived threats (Bowlby, 1969; Yip, Ehrhardt,
Black & Walker, 2018). Individual differences in
attachment (i.e., secure, anxious, or avoidant attach-
ment orientations) have been shown to impact
defensive processing of a wide range of social infor-
mation (Dykas & Cassidy, 2011), including emotions
(Edelstein & Gillath, 2008), memories of childhood
trauma (Edelstein et al., 2005), and grief (Fraley &
Bonanno, 2004). In an empirical study of attachment
avoidance and defensiveness, Fraley et al. (2000)
found that avoidantly attached individuals manage
emotional vulnerability through early-stage atten-
tional defenses, effectively preventing threatening
information from entering conscious awareness.
Their findings suggest that attachment avoidance
moderates defensiveness by shaping how people
engage with emotionally salient information in
real time.

Several studies have also shown how individual
differences in attachment security buffer people
from engaging in worldview defenses after mortality
salience threats (Caspi-Berkowitz, Mikulincer,
Hirschberger, Ein-Dor & Shaver, 2019). Whereas
insecure individuals “search for more impersonal
and external shields, such as those provided by cul-
ture, and attack anyone who threatens these
shields,” more secure individuals do not need to
engage in the same brittle defenses because they
have “a sense of trust in their inner forces and others’
goodwill” (Mikulincer & Florian, 2000: 271).
Together, the sizable body of research on attachment
and defenses suggests it is an important moderating
trait that shapes how people respond to encountered
threats, regardless of whether the threat is explicitly
relational in nature.

Compassion. The ability to respond with compas-
sion can reduce the effects of perceived threats, par-
ticularly threats to self-worth and identity.
Hirschberger (2006) found that people who had high
dispositional compassion were less likely to engage
in a defensive response when reminded about their
mortality. The study highlights how compassion can
buffer against defensive tendencies and promote



18 Academy of Management Annals Month

more empathetic responses toward victims, and it
aligns with theoretical research on the role of com-
passion in promoting more psychological flexibility
within organizations (Atkins & Parker, 2012).

Mindfulness. “Mindfulness” is the disposition
toward a non-judgmental awareness of the present
moment (Brown & Ryan, 2003). It has been found to
moderate defensiveness by interrupting the auto-
matic link between threat and defensive reaction
(Park & Pyszczynski, 2019). For example, Niemiec
et al. (2010) found that participants high in mindful-
ness showed less worldview defense and less com-
pensatory self-esteem enhancement after being
reminded of death, compared to low-mindfulness
individuals.

HOW DOES DEFENSIVENESS UNFOLD
IN ORGANIZATIONS?

Defensiveness in organizations emerges as a
dynamic, multilayered process of psychological and
behavioral self-protection. To depict this unfolding
process, we describe the defensiveness cycle, which
comprises two interlocking feedback loops: (1) the
proximal loop between invisible defenses and felt
insecurity, and (2) a distal loop between visible
defenses and defensive triggers. Together, these
loops illustrate how defensiveness becomes self-
reinforcing, paradoxically worsening the insecuri-
ties it seeks to manage and creating conditions for
further defensiveness.

THE DEFENSIVENESS CYCLE: TWO
REINFORCING LOOPS

Loop 1: The Proximal Loop between Invisible
Defenses and Felt Insecurity

Invisible defenses are unconscious psychological
responses aimed at minimizing emotional discom-
fort and preserving a sense of control. These internal
processes are described differently by the psychody-
namic and social-cognitive perspectives, yet they
fulfill the same underlying function to protect the
individual from negative emotions, thoughts, or
ideas. Though invisible defenses provide immediate
psychological relief, they block deeper engagement
with underlying problems and inhibit learning.

Psychodynamic Defense Mechanisms

Over more than a century, a diverse array of
defense mechanisms have been observed, inter-
preted, and empirically studied. It is widely agreed

that these defenses operate along a hierarchy, rang-
ing from adaptive to maladaptive (American Psychi-
atric Association, 1994; Cramer, 1998; Di Giuseppe
& Perry, 2021; Perry, 1990; Vaillant, 1992). Given
space constraints, we cannot review each of the
more than 30 defenses that have been identified.
Rather, to illustrate the full range of defense mecha-
nisms, we discuss higher-order categories and high-
light a few defenses from each, emphasizing those
that are most commonly cited in the management lit-
erature. Validation research (e.g., Prout et al., 2022)
suggests defense mechanisms can reliably be
grouped into three categories: (1) mature, (2) neu-
rotic, and (3) immature. We utilize this three-factor
structure, which is based on the “gold standard”
DMRS, in organizing our review below. Table 7
includes an expanded list of psychodynamic
defense mechanisms along with their complete defi-
nitions and sample citations.

Mature defenses. Mature defenses allow people
to perceive threats without cognitive distortion.
They are considered adaptive and, potentially, forms
of coping (Di Giuseppe & Perry, 2021). Mature
defenses include humor, sublimation, and suppres-
sion (Vaillant, 2000). Humor has been identified in
management research as a way to “expose conflict-
ing emotions” (Lewis, 2000: 771). For instance, peo-
ple in stigmatized professions use humor to
acknowledge understanding of others’ disapproval
of their work and deflect criticism (Ashforth et al.,
2007). Although adaptive, mature defense mecha-
nisms are still considered defensive as they are
merely palliative and therefore do not address the
root cause of a threat.

Neurotic defenses. Neurotic defenses involve
some level of unconscious cognitive distortion, men-
tal inhibition, or avoidance (Di Giuseppe & Perry,
2021). Neurotic defenses include repression, dis-
placement, reaction formation, denial, and fantasy
(Prout et al., 2022). Denial and fantasy arose fre-
quently in the reviewed management and psychol-
ogy literatures.

“Denial,” or a “simple refusal to face certain facts”
(Baumeister et al., 1998:1107), can involve down-
playing evidence that one is putting their health at
risk (Sherman, Nelson & Steele, 2000), emphasizing
one’s own personal hardship when confronted with
ways they have benefited from class privilege (Phil-
lips & Lowery, 2020), ignoring the existence of cur-
rent gender discrimination (Hideg & Wilson, 2020),
and refuting that one’s own racial or ethnic group
committed genocide against another (Cehaji¢-
Clancy, Effron, Halperin, Liberman & Ross, 2011).
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Key Citations

Ashforth et al. (2007); Lewis (2000)

Hoyer and Steyaert (2015)

Cuganesan (2017); Kahn (2022); Kets de Vries and
Korotov (2007)

Baumeister and Cairns (1992); Davis (1987); Geisler

(1986); Hansen and Hansen (1988); Lewis (2000);
Mikulincer and Orbach (1995); Schimel et al. (2003)

2026 Yip and Walker
TABLE 7
Psychodynamic Defense Mechanisms, Categories, Definitions, and Key Citations
Defense Mechanism Definition
Mature

Humor “emphasizing the amusing or ironic aspects of the
conflict or stressor”

Sublimation “channeling potentially maladaptive feelings or
impulses into socially acceptable behavior (e.g.,
contact sports to channel angry impulses)”

Suppression “intentionally avoiding thinking about disturbing
problems, wishes, feelings, or experiences”

Neurotic

Repression “expelling disturbing wishes, thoughts, or
experiences from conscious awareness. The feeling
component may remain conscious, detached from
its associated ideas”

Displacement “transferring a feeling about, or a response to, one

object onto another (usually less threatening)
substitute object”

“substituting behavior, thoughts, or feelings that are
diametrically opposed to his or her own
unacceptable thoughts or feelings (this usually
occurs in conjunction with their repression)”

Reaction formation

Denial “refusing to acknowledge some painful aspect of
external reality or subjective experience that
would be apparent to others”

Fantasy “excessive daydreaming as a substitute for human
relationships, more effective action, or problem
solving”

Immature

Idealization “attributing exaggerated positive qualities to others”

Devaluation “attributing exaggerated negative qualities to self or
others”

Rationalization “concealing the true motivations for his or her own
thoughts, actions, or feelings through the
elaboration of reassuring or self-serving but
incorrect explanations”

Projection “falsely attributing to another his or her own
unacceptable feelings, impulses, or thoughts”

Splitting “compartmentalizing opposite affect states and
failing to integrate the positive and negative
qualities of the self or others into cohesive images”

Projective Same as projection, but “the individual does not

identification fully disavow what is projected. Instead, the

individual remains aware of his or her own affects
or impulses but misattributes them as justifiable
reactions to the other person”

“indirectly and unassertively expressing aggression
toward others. There is a facade of overt compliance
masking covert resistance, resentment, or hostility”

Passive aggression

Fitzsimons et al. (2025); Pope (2017)

Garavan et al. (2021); Lewis (2000)

Brown (1997); Brown and Starkey (2000); Cehajié—
Clancy et al. (2011); Greenberg et al. (1993); Hideg
and Wilson (2020); Hoyer and Steyaert (2015);
Phillips and Lowery (2020); Pope (2017); Pyszczynski
et al. (1999); Sherman et al. (2000); Stein (2004);
Tinsley et al. (2024)

Brown and Starkey (2000); Diamond and Allcorn
(2003); Ferns, Amaeshi, and Lambert (2019); Fraher
(2004b); Fraher and Gabriel (2014); Stein (2016)

Brown and Starkey (2000); Dashtipour et al. (2021);
Fitzsimons et al. (2025); Fotaki (2006); Fotaki and
Hyde (2015); Menzies (1960)

Pope (2017)

Cunningham et al. (2023); Jost, Becker, Osborne, and
Badaan (2017); Pereira, Alvaro, and Vala (2018)

Ashforth and Reingen (2014); Dashtipour et al. (2021);
Ferns et al., (2019); Iivonen, (2018); Kahn (2022);
Lewis (2000); Newman, Duff, and Baumeister (1997);
Petriglieri and Peshkam (2022); Schimel et al. (2003);
Tinsley et al. (2024)

Ashforth and Reingen (2014); Fitzsimons et al. (2025);
Fotaki (2006); Fotaki and Hyde (2015); Kahn (1993);
Klein (1959); Krantz and Gilmore (1990); Lewis
(2000); Liischer and Lewis (2008); Smith (1989);
Padavic et al. (2020); Petriglieri et al. (2018);
Petriglieri and Peshkam (2022); Tinsley et al. (2024)

Ashforth and Reingen (2014); Fitzsimons et al. (2025);
Fotaki (2006); Gilmore and Krantz (1985); Lewis
(2000); Padavic et al. (2020); Petriglieri and Stein
(2012); Petriglieri et al. (2018)

Barton and Kahn (2019)

Note: All definitions are from the DSM-IV’s Defensive Functioning Scale (American Psychiatric Association, 1994: 755-757).



20 Academy of Management Annals Month

Denial protects individuals from anxiety (Stein,
2004), shame (Tinsley et al., 2024), and the vulnera-
bility of career change (Hoyer & Steyaert, 2015). It
also protects an organization’s image or identity
when employees reject information that contradicts
the organization’s preferred narrative (Brown, 1997;
Brown & Starkey, 2000; Pope, 2017).

“Fantasy” involves creating alternative, more
desirable narratives as a substitute for more effective
action. It arose in management research on responses
to existential threats (e.g., pilots’ desire for guns fol-
lowing the United States’ September 11th, 2001
attack; Fraher, 2004b), paradox (e.g., oil and gas com-
panies’ response to climate change; Ferns et al.,
2019), and collective trauma (e.g., the creation of a
single European currency as a response to World
War II; Stein, 2016). Brown and Starkey (2000) theo-
rized about the role of fantasy, and other defense
mechanisms, in shaping and sustaining an organiza-
tions’ identity.

Immature defenses. Immature defenses are con-
sidered the least adaptive category. By keeping
threatening thoughts or feelings out of awareness
entirely, they protect people from experiencing psy-
chological discomfort or pain (Di Giuseppe & Perry,
2021). Immature defenses include idealization,
devaluation, rationalization, projection, splitting,
and projective identification (Prout et al., 2022).
Immature defenses were studied most extensively
within management, and, within the reviewed man-
agement literatures, immature defenses were the
most commonly cited defenses.

“Idealization,” or exaggerating an idea or person’s
positive attributes, was prevalent within the psycho-
dynamic management literature. Organizational
members may idealize a principle, process, policy,
structure, leader, or any other organizational feature,
imbuing it with the group’s most prized attributes
and outcomes (Petriglieri & Petriglieri, 2020). Health
care has been identified repeatedly as a service parti-
cularly prone to idealization due to its promise of
“impossible tasks” such as healing the sick and
dying (Dashtipour et al., 2021; Fotaki, 2006: 1726;
Fotaki, 2010; Fotaki & Hyde, 2015; Menzies, 1960).

“Projection,” or attributing that which one fears in
themselves to another, features prominently in
many systems psychodynamic accounts of how
organizational members split off unwanted identi-
ties, roles, or ideologies and project them onto others
(Ashforth & Reingen, 2014; Dashtipour et al., 2021;
Kahn, 2022; Tinsley et al., 2024), and its defensive
function has been empirically validated (Schimel,
Greenberg & Martens, 2003). For example, in a study
of how learning and development executives

navigate their marginal status as leaders, Petriglieri
and Peshkam (2022) inferred that some executives
split two poles of the duality of learning (i.e., learn-
ing for instrumental vs. humanistic aims), align
themselves with their preferred pole, and then pro-
ject the undesired pole onto others to distance them-
selves from it. Projection allows the executives to
claim their place in the executive leadership hierar-
chy (i.e., as insider or outsider) and reconcile the
duality’s tension. Projection has also been observed,
through discourse analysis, in the ways organiza-
tions and CEOs respond to the tension of strategic
paradox (Ferns et al., 2019; livonen, 2018). Kets de
Vries (1988, 1994) argues that projection is a key part
of the social construction of leadership, in that we
imbue leaders with meaning to fulfill our own
wishes and needs. In each of these cases, the entity
onto which the undesired elements are projected
becomes a useful scapegoat (Lewis, 2000), allowing the
defensive individual(s) to unburden themselves, at
least temporarily.

“Rationalization,” or constructing convenient but
false narratives for one’s motivations, emerged as a
psychodynamic explanation of why people some-
times fail to lead. Cunningham et al. (2023) found
that people are less likely to lead if they believe that
doing so comes at great personal risk to their image,
particularly when they view leadership abilities as
fixed. The researchers explained this phenomenon
through rationalization: “As they see it, [the poten-
tial leaders] are not restricting their leadership out of
fear—it is just not who they are. This rationalization
relieves them of both the pressure to lead and the
shame of seeing themselves as cowardly” (378).

“Splitting” oversimplifies reality by breaking off
the “bad” from the “good” parts of an idea or person,
allowing someone to disown and distance them-
selves from the bad (Klein, 1959). It emerged fre-
quently as a way for people to make sense of the
nonsensical or ambiguous aspects of organizational
life (Krantz & Gilmore, 1990; Lewis, 2000; Liischer &
Lewis, 2008). Management research has surfaced the
ways splitting serves organizational members’ need
to cope with failure (Fitzsimons et al., 2025; Fotaki &
Hyde, 2015), conflict (Smith, 1989), career uncer-
tainty (Petriglieri, Petriglieri & Wood, 2018), as well
as duality and paradox (Ashforth & Reingen, 2014;
Petriglieri & Peshkam, 2022; Tinsley et al., 2024).

“Projective identification” (Klein, [1946] 1975),
which involves misattributing one’s own insecurities
as justifiable reactions to another person, has been
implicated as an important process in managers’ iden-
tity work (Petriglieri et al., 2018; Petriglieri & Stein,
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2012), work—family conflict (Padavic et al., 2020), con-
sulting relationships (Gilmore & Krantz, 1985), as well
as the attempted resolution of paradox (Fotaki, 2006;
Lewis, 2000). One palliative benefit of projective iden-
tification for organizational members wrestling with
duality is that “individuals remain psychologically
invested in both sides of the duality even while
denouncing one side” (Ashforth & Reingen, 2014:
489).

Biased Processing

Defensive forms of biased processing have been
identified in research on the selective attention,
encoding, and memory of childhood trauma (Edel-
stein et al., 2005; Goodman, Quas & Ogle, 2010), as
well as information that contradicts deeply held
beliefs (Hart, Albarracin, Eagly, Brechan, Lindberg &
Merrill, 2009) and other threats (Fiacconi et al.,
2015; Fraley et al., 2000; Starita, Kroes, Davachi,
Phelps & Dunsmoor, 2019). In addition, research on
stereotypes (Govorun, Fuegen & Payne, 2006; Phelan
& Rudman, 2010), prejudice (Falomir-Pichastor &
Mugny, 2009; Goplen & Plant, 2015; Jordan, Spencer
& Zanna, 2005), conspiracy theories (Whitson,
Galinsky & Kay, 2015), and dogmatism (Vail et al.,
2012) illustrate a defensive bias in how people pro-
cess social information. These studies reveal how
people avoid, discount, or forget information and
instead selectively engage with information about
the self, one’s groups, and the world that reduces
threat and preserves valued identities.

While social-cognitive perspectives on biased pro-
cessing are different from psychodynamic defense
mechanisms, the two perspectives share a focus on
felt insecurity. They diverge, however, in how peo-
ple respond to felt insecurity. Social-cognitive mod-
els specify the proximal mechanisms by which
insecurity translates into biased cognition (e.g.,
attentional avoidance of threatening cues, motivated
skepticism toward disconfirming evidence, prefer-
ential recall of self-affirming information). Psycho-
dynamic models, in contrast, interpret felt
insecurity through the lens of deeper affective con-
flicts and developmental history, emphasizing how
defenses function to unconsciously regulate anxiety
and preserve psychic equilibrium.

Loop 2: The Distal Loop between Visible
Defenses and Triggers

While invisible defenses operate internally and
are proximal to the person, visible defenses are
enacted outwardly. These observable expressions of

defensiveness shape interpersonal dynamics and
organizational routines, creating an environment
where discomfort is suppressed rather than
addressed. The result is a distal feedback loop: visi-
ble defenses shape the organizational environment
in ways that result in repeated or new triggers (e.g.,
escalation of conflict), thereby increasing the likeli-
hood and intensity of defensiveness over time.

Defensive Behaviors

By allowing a person to regain a sense of control
over a seemingly out of control situation, defensive
behaviors extend invisible defenses in their cathartic
and self-gratifying short-term effects (Vogel & Mitch-
ell, 2017). Defensive behaviors are often conceptual-
ized as opportunistic political maneuvers (Fandt &
Ferris, 1990). As was mentioned previously, Ash-
forth and Lee’s (1990) synthesis of individual defen-
sive behaviors in organizations categorized them as
steps employees take to avoid blame (e.g., scapegoat-
ing), avoid change (e.g., protecting turf), and avoid
action (e.g., passing the buck). Research has found
that employees in highly political work environ-
ments who engage in these defensive behaviors fre-
quently are also more likely to have lower job
satisfaction, higher job stress, and higher intent to
quit (Valle & Perrewe, 2000), which suggests that the
over-use of defensive behaviors may backfire and
result in deleterious consequences for the employ-
ee’s well-being.

More specific defensive behaviors have been artic-
ulated since this seminal paper. Although Ashforth
and Lee’s (1990) categorization proved useful for
organizing our review, we identified and introduce
an additional category of defensive behavior that is
absent from prior typologies: avoiding stigma. We
define “avoiding stigma” as actions intended to pre-
vent, deflect, or neutralize stigmatizing attributions
that threaten one’s social standing and occupational
identity. This form of defensive behavior is espe-
cially salient in research on occupational taint.
Occupational taint occurs when an occupation is
socially construed as “dirty” because it is viewed as
physically, socially, or morally contaminated (Ash-
forth et al., 2007). This results in stigma and identity
threats that can result in defensive behaviors.

Avoiding blame. Defensive behaviors to avoid
blame involve excuses and justifications as well as
defensive silence. Excuses and justifications evade
responsibility and can be seen as behavioral mani-
festations of denial as it relates to fault for some neg-
ative outcome. A study of a top management team'’s
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inability to make necessary strategic changes is
reflected in managers deflecting decision-making to
the board, thereby avoiding responsibility and blame
in the event of failure (Hodgkinson & Wright, 2002).

Impression management research has explored
how job candidates use excuses and justifications
when discussing past behavior (e.g., Bourdage et al.,
2018; Ellis et al., 2002) and during assessment center
tasks (McFarland et al., 2005). Defensive silence, by
contrast, involves withholding information for self-
protection, often due to fear of negative conse-
quences beyond just blame (Brinsfield, 2013; Van
Dyne et al., 2003). This fear may stem from work-
place factors like abusive supervision (Kiewitz et al.,
2016). Additionally, ethical workplace climates
marked by care for others and strong personal ethics
reduce the likelihood of defensive silence (Wang &
Hsieh, 2013).

Avoiding change. Defensive behaviors to avoid
change include defensive voice as well as managers’
denial of employee voice. “Defensive voice” is “the
voluntary expression of opposition to changing an
organization’s policies, procedures, programs, prac-
tices, etc., even when the proposed changes have
merit or making changes is necessary” (Maynes &
Podsakoff, 2014: 91; Van Dyne et al., 2003). In addi-
tion, managers can also engage in defensive behavior
to avoid change by suppressing employee voice
(Fast et al., 2014; Isaakyan et al., 2021). In practice,
there is likely a thin line between truly defensive
voice or voice suppression and healthy criticism of
proposed changes. The extent to which such behav-
ior is merely palliative, helping a person feel better
about protecting the status quo while doing nothing
to address the underlying problem, would be an
important determinant of defensive versus non-
defensive voice-related behavior.

Avoiding action. When people avoid taking
action for their own political self-interest (i.e.,
when taking action would be burdensome), the
appearance of action without the substance of
action can be a useful defense. For example, over-
conforming involves rigidly following rules with-
out regard for context, allowing employees to avoid
difficult decisions (Ashforth & Lee, 1990). Kahn
(2022) observed this in a social work manager who
prioritized paperwork over a child’s welfare. Simi-
larly, McGivern and Ferlie (2007) describe “tick
box games” in appraisal systems, which simulate
accountability for regulatory purposes without
driving real performance change. Stalling is
another avoidance strategy; Garavan et al. (2021)
note how ambivalent compliance can appear

cooperative while masking resistance. In Menzies’s
(1960) classic study, nurses managed the anxiety of
working with dying patients by delegating minor
but unpleasant tasks upward, a tactic that Ashforth
and Lee (1990) describe as “passing the buck.”

Avoiding stigma. Management research on dirty
work shows that employees in stigmatized occupa-
tions often use taint management tactics to sidestep
the identity threat that comes from others viewing
their work as physically, socially, or morally “dirty”
(Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999, 2014). One form of avoid-
ing stigma is selective disclosure—downplaying or
omitting the most tainted tasks when describing
one’s job to outsiders (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999).
Workers also use social weighting, such as down-
ward comparison to “dirtier” occupations or
highlighting relatively cleaner aspects of their
own role to bolster self-image (Ashforth & Kreiner,
1999). Beyond managing impressions, employees
may distance themselves from stigmatized elements
of the work and externalize blame by attributing
the occupation’s negative reputation to particular
groups (e.g., “bad workers” or unfair clients), there-
by separating the self from the taint (Bosmans
etal., 2016).

Organizational Defenses

“Organizational defenses” are collective defenses
that are embedded in organizational structures,
routines, policies, practices, discourse, and norms.
Similar to individual defense mechanisms, organiza-
tional defenses function to buffer members from psy-
chological discomfort, often by deflecting attention
away from distressing realities. In the short term,
such arrangements can provide stability and coordi-
nation (Vince, 2002, 2019); over time, however, they
can constrain learning, voice, and adaptation by pre-
serving familiar ways of working even when they no
longer serve the organization well (Brown & Starkey,
2000; Mikkelsen et al., 2020).

Systems psychodynamic research introduced the
phenomenon of social defense as one form of organiza-
tional defense. “Social defenses” are shared, often
unconscious, patterns that shield a collective from psy-
chological discomfort (Krantz, 2010). These defenses
may take the form of organizational structures, work
routines, or dominant discourses (Petriglieri & Petri-
glieri, 2020). Although these arrangements may ini-
tially emerge in response to functional needs, they are
often unconsciously repurposed by individuals to meet
emotional needs. Over time, organizational members
collude, unknowingly, to maintain and reinforce these
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features, even when they cease to be functionally useful
(Fitzsimons et al., 2025).

After Jaques’s (1955) introduction of social
defenses, Menzies’s (1960) seminal study showed
how nursing staff in a training hospital managed the
existential anxiety of caring for the sick and dying
through organizational practices that dampened emo-
tional engagement. For example, frequent rotation of
nurses across wards prevented sustained relation-
ships with patients, making emotional detachment
more likely. Crucially, Menzies (1960) emphasized
that, although social defenses are observable at the
group or organizational level, they are enacted and
sustained through individuals’ unconscious partici-
pation. Management scholars have extended this per-
spective to examine the role of social defenses in
reproducing gender and racial inequality in organiza-
tions (Handy & Rowlands, 2017; Mobasseri et al.,
2024; Padavic et al., 2020).

Despite its explanatory power, systems psychody-
namic work is not well integrated within manage-
ment research (Petriglieri & Petriglieri, 2022). As a
result, management scholars have examined organi-
zational defenses using different terms, but with
similar properties to social defenses. A central exam-
ple is Argyris’s research on “defensive routines,”
which he defines as “policies or actions that prevent
the organization from experiencing pain or threat
and simultaneously prevent learning how to correct
the causes of the threat in the first place” (Argyris,
1986: 541). In contrast to formal organizational goals
and objectives, defensive routines advance alterna-
tive, underground goals and objectives (Argyris,
1990). Mixed messages are an example of defensive
routines, where lip service is paid to advancing
some formal objective while the bureaucratic system
continues unaltered and therefore undermines the
formally stated objective (Argyris, 2002).

In addition, a body of research on defensive insti-
tutional work (Maguire & Hardy, 2009), theorizing
from a non-psychodynamic lens, has examined how
entire industries engage in defenses to avoid con-
fronting existential threats. For instance, CEOs of
major banks following the 2007—2009 financial crisis
used defensive rhetorical strategies to assert their
epistemic authority in the prevailing narrative (Riaz,
Buchanan & Ruebottom, 2016). Similarly, experts in
the petroleum industry sought to reframe and dele-
gitimize the discourse around climate change (Lefs-
rud & Meyer, 2012), and artists resisted disruptions
to the role of art in Venezuelan society following
the Bolivarian Revolution through the use of space
(Rodner et al., 2020).

There are two common characteristics of organiza-
tional defenses. First, there is a common acknowl-
edgment of “the gap between what the organization
says it is doing and what it is actually doing” (Bain,
1998: 413). Second, organizational defenses contain
a self-reinforcing mechanism (Argyris, 1986; Pada-
vic et al., 2020), where the defensive organizational
feature makes it difficult to talk about the “real”
problem, thereby preventing that problem from get-
ting addressed and protecting the status quo.

THE DEFENSIVE PARADOX: RELIEF THAT
REINFORCES THE PROBLEM

The prior sections highlighted the short-term con-
sequences of defense mechanisms as well as the
longer-term consequences of defensive behaviors
and organizational defenses. In the short run, defen-
siveness plays an important protective role in allevi-
ating a person’s threatened sense of security.
However, the palliative nature of defensiveness is
evident in that it only addresses the symptoms of
distress but avoids addressing the direct cause. As a
result, defensiveness involves a trade-off: short-term
gain in exchange for long-term pain. We term this
trade-off the “defensive paradox.”

Although defensiveness can temporarily regulate
insecurity (Arndt, Schimel, Greenberg & Pyszc-
zynski, 2002), it often leads to paradoxical outcomes,
creating new problems for the system it aims to pro-
tect (Smith & Lewis, 2011). For example, experts
may respond to disconfirming feedback with exces-
sive certainty, protecting their identity but under-
mining their credibility (Kang & Kim, 2022). In
conflicts, defensive escalation can intensify rela-
tional issues (Overall et al., 2015). Defensiveness
helps avoid immediate tensions but fails to manage
them effectively, reinforcing vicious cycles (Lewis,
2000).

A recent qualitative study of two psychiatric agen-
cies illustrates the defensive paradox’s short- and
long-term consequences (Mikkelsen et al., 2020).
Both agencies were overwhelmed by a revolving
door of patients with serious mental health chal-
lenges. Staff used defense mechanisms to avoid deal-
ing with anxiety because “acknowledging their own
anxiety would have forced them to directly confront
the threats to their professional competence. Instead,
they repressed their anxieties and projected them
onto the users and/or [the other agency]” (Mikkelsen
et al., 2020: 1371). Use of defense mechanisms
“reduce[d] the burden of unwanted emotions” but
“did not fully alleviate the groups’ feelings of



24 Academy of Management Annals Month

anxiety” and “appeared to generate additional
unwanted emotions. because their seemingly logical
explanations, while effectively positioning their
counterparts as totally irrational and unreliable, still
left them unable to help the users” (Mikkelsen et al.,
2020: 1371). Moreover, the two psychiatric agencies
acted out their defensiveness by blaming and stereo-
typing the other agency, undermining trust and
potential inter-agency collaboration. Thus, the
defense mechanisms provided emotional relief for
the individual staff members yet sabotaged both
agencies’ ability to adequately care for mentally ill
patients.

Diving deeper into the invisible defenses also
highlights the defensive paradox. For instance, the
defense mechanism known as “splitting” can sooth
the anxiety aroused by dualities by simplifying real-
ity into black and white, but it does so at the cost of
accepting and possibly even integrating complex
“both—and” truths (Ashforth & Reingen, 2014; Lewis,
2000; Tinsley et al., 2024; Petriglieri & Peshkam,
2022). Likewise, denial may prevent psychologically
painful information from crossing the threshold of
awareness, but denial also prevents potentially use-
ful negative information from being integrated into
the system, which prevents learning and change
(Kets de Vries & Korotov, 2007; Stein, 2004). Ideali-
zation can make a challenging or confusing situation
more tolerable by rallying organizational members
behind a common cause, but idealization also hin-
ders critical reflection on, and therefore healthy
adaptation related to, that cause’s inherent flaws
(Brown & Starkey, 2000; Fotaki & Hyde, 2015).

Biased processing yields similar paradoxical
results. For example, stereotypes and prejudice may
fulfill needs for social identity (Hohman & Hogg,
2015) and belonging (Effron & Knowles, 2015), yet
generalizing about, scapegoating, and ascribing neg-
ative qualities to those deemed “different” yields
disastrous consequences for society. Insecurity-
based defenses fuel anger, aggression, conflict, and
violence (De Dreu, 2005; Halevy, 2017; Neighbors,
Vietor & Knee, 2002). Such defensive responses have
been described as “personally salutary” yet also pro-
motive of “selfish and antisocial outcomes” (Nash,
McGregor & Prentice, 2011: 1005). By advancing
self-interest at the expense of cooperation, biased
processing and the visible defenses it creates under-
mine collaboration and further reinforce the triggers
that started the cycle.

Despite the short-term palliative effects of invisi-
ble defenses, all but the most adaptive defenses
tend to backfire because they restrict essential

information processing, critical reflection, and learn-
ing (Wilhelm et al., 2019). Eventually, that which
has been repressed, or simply not fully dealt with,
tends to re-emerge and cause further problems
(Petriglieri & Petriglieri, 2020).

WHAT ARE EFFECTIVE WAYS TO
MANAGE DEFENSIVENESS?

A central insight from our review is that defensive-
ness serves to preserve a sense of psychological secu-
rity. In prior sections, we identified three primary
categories of defensive triggers: perceived threats to
self, belonging, and meaning. These domains are
interdependent; strength in one area may buffer
threats in another (Hart et al., 2005; Hart, 2014).
However, when insecurity emerges across multiple
domains, individuals are more likely to respond
with heightened defensiveness.

Understanding the role of insecurity clarifies how
defensiveness operates and can be managed. Insecu-
rity is not inherently pathological; rather, a degree of
discomfort is often essential for growth and adapta-
tion. For example, Nussbaum and Dweck (2008)
found that discomfort can stimulate self-
improvement efforts when the domain under threat
was seen as malleable. Similarly, Creary (2024) pro-
posed that leaders who acknowledge and regulate
their anxiety in response to complex issues (e.g.,
diversity, equity, and inclusion) are more likely to
engage in constructive allyship. When insecurity is
openly recognized and effectively processed, it can
facilitate, rather than hinder, individual and collec-
tive learning.

A Framework for Breaking the Cycle
of Defensiveness

In the prior sections, we discuss the defensiveness
cycle as a recursive interplay between perceived
threat, defensive response, short-term relief, and
long-term dysfunction. This cycle is sustained by
reinforcing feedback loops and contextual enablers.
We found that effective interventions are ones that
break the loop from felt insecurity to invisible
defense, enabling people to withstand some emo-
tional discomfort to move through it rather than
around it. When people feel secure even in the midst
of threats, they are less likely to respond defensively.
Our review has surfaced several effective interven-
tions that diffuse defensiveness by addressing felt
insecurity. Instead of asking, “Why is this person
being defensive?,” these studies focus on “What
insecurity is this defense trying to regulate?”
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Addressing Insecurity from Threats to Self-Worth
or Identity

Research suggests that, when individuals are
given opportunities to engage with aspects of them-
selves that feel intrinsically good (Arndt et al., 2002)
and operate in autonomy-supportive environments
(Benita et al., 2019), they are less likely to respond
defensively. These findings underscore the impor-
tance of attending to the core psychological need for
self-worth and identity.

A robust theoretical lens in this domain is self-
affirmation theory, which posits that actions affirm-
ing one’s adequacy and integrity can help buffer
psychological threats and reduce defensiveness
(Cohen & Sherman, 2014; Steele, 1988). Affirmations,
whether through writing, reflection, or positive feed-
back, can reduce short-sighted self-protection by rein-
forcing a person’s global sense of self (McQueen &
Klein, 2006).

Crucially, self-affirmations do not need to occur in
the same domain as the threat (Blanton, Cooper,
Slkurnik & Aronson, 1997) and are most effective
when introduced prior to the threat and in ways that
remain subtle and indirect (Critcher, Dunning &
Armor, 2010; Sherman, Cohen, Nelson, Nussbaum,
Bunyan & Garcia, 2009). They are especially power-
ful for individuals with defensive self-esteem, who
may consciously report high self-worth while har-
boring unconscious insecurity (Haddock & Gebauer,
2011).

Self-affirmation interventions have demonstrated
impact across diverse contexts: reducing racial prej-
udice (Badea & Sherman, 2019), increasing openness
to recognizing discrimination (Adams, Tormala &
O’Brien, 2006), and improving responses to feedback
on health, bias, and interpersonal harm (e.g., Harris
& Napper, 2005; Stone, Whitehead, Schmader &
Focella, 2011). Affirmed individuals are also more
likely to take responsibility, express remorse, and
engage in reparative behaviors (Schumann, 2014).
Management research has shown self-affirmation
interventions to be effective buffers against work-
related threats such as feedback (Kang & Kim, 2022)
and employee voice (Cho & Fast, 2012; Fast et al.,
2014).

Importantly, affirmations can be applied to the
group level. Research suggests that affirming one’s
social identity reduces defensiveness about a domi-
nant social group’s past wrongdoings and increases
openness to reparations for those who were harmed
(Gunn & Wilson, 2011). Similarly, studies of groups
in ideological conflict suggest that affirming the

opposing group’s status decreases defensiveness
(Bendersky, 2014). Self-affirmation can be a power-
ful tool to help people be more open-minded to dif-
fering viewpoints (Correll, Spencer & Zanna, 2004),
remain attuned to their own errors (Legault et al.,
2012), and see the bigger picture (Critcher & Dun-
ning, 2015; Wakslak & Trope, 2009).

The framing of threatening information can also
affect how people respond to personal insecurity.
For instance, feedback presented in more abstract
terms and in a way that suggests change is possible
increases motivation for personal growth (Belding,
Naufel & Fujita, 2015). Similarly, interventions to
reduce defensiveness to feedback on implicit racial
bias are more effective when unconscious bias is pre-
sented both as a basic function of human cognition
(thereby reducing moral blame) and as something
over which people have control (Vitriol & Mosko-
witz, 2021). Finally, receiving a simple expression of
gratitude prior to negative feedback also reduces
defensiveness for high-power individuals (Cho &
Fast, 2012). This research suggests that subtle nuan-
ces in how threatening feedback is presented can
dramatically shape a person’s reaction to that
feedback.

Addressing Insecurity from Threats to Belonging

Threats to belonging, such as exclusion, rejection,
or criticism, result in a distinct form of psychological
pain and therefore require interpersonal interventions
(MacDonald & Leary, 2005). While secure self-esteem
may buffer the impact of such threats, self-esteem is
not sufficient. The relational nature of the insecurity
requires a relational response.

Research on interpersonal approaches indicate
that allowing a person to feel heard, cared for, and
accepted can be effective ways to reduce defensive-
ness (Reis, Lee, O’Keefe & Clark, 2018; Schimel,
Arndt, Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 2001). During dis-
agreements, high-quality listening helps speakers
feel more comfortable and connected to the listener
in such a way that the speaker can remain more
open-minded, more self-reflective, and less defen-
sive (Itzchakov, Weinstein, Legate & Amar, 2020).
Perspective-taking, sharing positive intent, adjusting
behavior based on the other person, and engaging in
self-reflection are theorized to minimize interper-
sonal threat and build trust (Williams, 2007). In the
group context, this may require deliberately shifting
from a task focus to a relational focus to give group
members time and space to hash out their feelings,
make sense of what is happening, accept the messy
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complexity of the situation, and collectively learn or
problem-solve around the experience—a process
Barton and Kahn (2019) call a “relational pause.”
For work environments where people experience
significant emotional distress and therefore may be
prone to shutting down in defense, Kahn (2025)
introduced the concept of “interpersonal holding,”
built on Winnicott’s (1965) “holding environment.”
The notion of interpersonal holding allows a cowor-
ker “to come alongside, link up with, and guide [the
distressed person] through the narrows that they
inhabit amid distress” (Kahn, 2025: 357).

Individual differences may impede the effective-
ness of these interpersonal approaches. Neverthe-
less, research suggests that “softening” behaviors
such as affirming an attachment avoidant person’s
autonomy and communicating that they are valued
(Overall et al., 2013) as well as affirming the integrity
of a person with low self-esteem can reduce defen-
siveness to relational threats (Jaremka, Bunyan,
Collins & Sherman, 2011). Thus, while the interper-
sonal approaches reviewed here may not be univer-
sally accepted, there is reason to believe that
everyone experiences insecurity from relational
threats and that attending to that insecurity can be
effective.

Addressing Insecurity from Threats to Meaning

People experience insecurity from threats to
meaning at multiple levels. They may be personally
concerned about how a looming organizational
change will affect their employment prospects, and
they may simultaneously harbor fears about what
the change will mean for their work identity. Per-
ceived threats to meaning can be especially intracta-
ble as people who share the same meaning system
(e.g., a function in the organization) are likely to
respond as a collective and create organizational
defenses to resist change. Research from systems
psychodynamics as well as social psychology point
to some avenues for addressing threats to meaning.

System psychodynamic scholars have investi-
gated how holding environments help people
“embrace and transcend distressing realities” and
work through insecurities that arise from threats to
meaning (Kahn, 2025: 356). The concept of a
“holding environment” was first introduced by Win-
nicott (1965) to describe the caregiver’s function in
providing a secure, attuned setting in which a child
can develop a cohesive sense of self. Holding envir-
onments work by framing threatening information in
a way that is tolerable and integrative, allowing

individuals to process rather than avoid or disown
difficult emotions or truths. Kahn (2001: 263)
defines a holding environment as “a social context
that reduces disturbing affect and enables sensemak-
ing in times of uncertainty.” These environments do
not eliminate threat, but they regulate the experience
of threat in ways that support adaptive functioning.
In these social structures, people come to tolerate
their discomfort, reflect on how it affects them, and
connect with others who may be experiencing the
same or simply have emotional capacity to help pro-
cess (Barton & Kahn, 2019). A holding environment
can “absorb rather than deny” that which is threaten-
ing and therefore may help facilitate greater toler-
ance of anxiety, shame, and paradox (Tinsley et al.,
2024: 13).

Organizational scholars have proposed the useful-
ness of holding environments in multiple domains
at work. For example, Mobasseri et al. (2024) recom-
mend holding environments as a containment space
for organization members working through the
defenses that reinforce institutional racial inequity.
Independent workers in the gig economy may benefit
from developmental networks as holding environ-
ments that can help people process the uncertainty
and constant change endemic to this more fluid type
of work (Petriglieri, Ashford & Wrzesniewski, 2019).
Similarly, people undergoing the inner work of devel-
oping as leaders may benefit from holding environ-
ments among their mentors, coaches, supervisors,
and others involved in their development (Ghosh,
Haynes & Kram, 2013; Yip et al., 2020). Organiza-
tional contexts, like business schools, can provide
professionals in career transition an identity work-
space in which they can experiment and develop
(Petriglieri & Petriglieri, 2010).

GUIDING PRINCIPLES FOR
DEFENSIVENESS RESEARCH

Our framework advances research on defensive-
ness by capturing the full range of the defensiveness
cycle in a single model, integrating across levels of
analysis, perspectives, and epistemological divides
to explain how perceived threats trigger different
forms of insecurity which cascade into invisible and
visible defenses that reinforce threatening condi-
tions and undermine learning and adaptation. This
integrative frame has implications for how defen-
siveness research is conducted going forward. The
model identifies felt insecurity as the bridging
construct that connects psychodynamic, social-
cognitive, behavioral, and organizational perspec-
tives on defensiveness, and, in doing so, it provides
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researchers with a shared language and a common
process logic that has been missing from a fragmen-
ted literature. Below, we distill four guiding princi-
ples that follow from the integrative framework and
for advancing research on defensiveness.

PRINCIPLE 1: STUDY DEFENSIVENESS AS A
REGULATION PROCESS, NOT A FIXED TRAIT

A central implication of the threat—insecurity
model is that defensiveness is situational and
dynamic. While individual differences such as attach-
ment style, self-esteem, and narcissism moderate how
people respond to threat, the framework locates the
origin of defensiveness in perceived threats and felt
insecurity. Research designs that treat defensiveness
as a dispositional variable (e.g., measuring “defensive
individuals”) risk obscuring the situational and
relational triggers that activate defensive responses.
Moreover, treating defensiveness as a trait can inad-
vertently pathologize the people who display it.

PRINCIPLE 2: EXAMINE DEFENSIVENESS AS A
SIGNAL, NOT A PATHOLOGY

This recommendation is consistent with research
on emotions as social information (Van Kleef, 2009).
Across both management and psychology, defensive-
ness has predominantly been framed as an individual
pathology. Our review challenges this framing. Stud-
ies that operationalize defensiveness solely as a nega-
tive outcome variable can miss the regulatory work
that defensiveness performs. A more productive
approach treats defensiveness as informative: its form
(e.g., denial vs. blame-shifting vs. organizational
avoidance) reveals the nature of the underlying inse-
curity, and its intensity signals how threatened the
system feels. Examining defensiveness as a distress
signal can yield more fruitful theoretical and practical
insights because it shifts the conversation from defen-
siveness as a personal problem to be solved toward a
shared situation to be managed.

PRINCIPLE 3: SPECIFY THE THREAT AND
DEFENSE MECHANISM

Much existing research refers to “defensiveness”
as though it were a single, undifferentiated phenom-
enon. Our framework pushes for greater precision.
Researchers should specify which aspect of the self
is threatened (self-worth, belonging, or meaning;
Hart, 2014; Hart et al., 2005) and the defense mecha-
nism(s) that follow. Different threats activate differ-
ent insecurities and different defensive responses.

Collapsing them into a single “defensiveness” con-
struct limits both theoretical precision and practical
relevance for managers.

PRINCIPLE 4: NAME THE INSECURITY

Our review surfaces the underlying role of felt
insecurity as the integrating mechanism that links
perceived threats to defensive responses. Yet, in
existing research, insecurity is implied but not
traced. Future research can make insecurity visible.
This means specifying which domain of insecurity
is activated. Drawing on Hart et al.’s (2005) tripartite
security system (and the underlying theories that
explain different forms of insecurity), researchers
can examine whether a defensive response is rooted
in threatened self-worth, threatened belonging, or
threatened meaning. This matters because the same
visible defense can stem from very different
insecurities.

Together, these four principles describe the shifts
that follow from the integrative framework. The
research directions we recommend are grounded in
these principles. Each direction incorporates these
principles into questions and methods for advancing
research on defensiveness.

DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Our review underscores two central insights with
broad implications for future research. First, across
levels of analysis, defensiveness is a response to felt
insecurity. These insecurities, whether rooted in
threats to self-worth, belonging, or meaning, activate
responses to protect an existing system. Second,
defensiveness generates paradoxical outcomes: it
may provide individuals with immediate psycholog-
ical relief, but it often produces long-term dysfunc-
tion within teams and organizations. This paradox
highlights the need for a systemic, dynamic, and
context-sensitive approach to studying defensive-
ness in organizational life.

To advance this agenda, we outline four research
directions, each of which deepens our understand-
ing of how defensiveness unfolds across levels and
perspectives. Table 8 provides a summary of
research questions across the four areas and our
recommended methodological approach.

1. Integrate Micro- and Macro-Level Processes

A promising direction for defensiveness research
is to integrate micro-level psychological perspec-
tives with meso- and macro-level management
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TABLE 8
Directions for Future Research
Research Direction Recommendations Recommended Methods Research Questions
1 Integrate micro- and Connect individual 1. Event-based longitudinal . How does individual felt

2

3

4

macro-level processes

Examine how

defensiveness
becomes entrenched
in organizations

Advance new methods

to research
defensiveness as an
embodied process

Examine multilevel

interventions to
address defensiveness

psychological
defenses (e.g., denial,
projection) with
organizational-level
patterns (e.g.,
defensive routines,
threat rigidity, social
defenses)

Identify inflection points

where defensiveness
transitions from
individual episodes to
reciprocal
interpersonal patterns
and, eventually, to
self-sustaining organi-
zational defenses

Use physiological

measures (e.g., heart
rate variability,
galvanic skin
response) to capture
defensiveness as a
real-time, embodied
response rather than
relying solely on self-
reports

Develop and test

interventions that
interrupt
defensiveness at
individual, dyadic,
team, and
organizational levels
before it consolidates
into entrenched
patterns

designs tracking sequences from
threat to felt insecurity to
defense mechanisms to
organizational defenses

2. Mixed-method designs
combining interpretivist and
positivist approaches (e.g.,
experience sampling methods
embedded in ethnographic field
studies)

1. Diary studies and experience
sampling for real-time
measurement of threat and
insecurity

2. Video ethnography and
longitudinal meeting recordings
to code defensive reciprocation;
longitudinal case studies of
organizational crisis responses
over 12—24 months

1. Combined galvanic skin
response and heart rate
monitoring during live or
simulated interactions

2. Time-stamped arousal data
linked to behavioral coding of
defensive conversational moves

1. Experimental and quasi-
experimental designs comparing
micro-interventions (e.g.,
naming emotional tone, self-
affirmation) at the individual
and dyadic level

2. Manipulation of holding

practices (e.g., relational pauses,
listening protocols) at the team
level; stage-contingent designs
comparing intervention
effectiveness across teams at
different levels of defensive
entrenchment

insecurity translate into team-
level defensive norms over
time?

. Through what mechanisms do

episodic defensive behaviors
become entrenched in
organizational routines?

. How do psychodynamic defense

mechanisms (e.g., projection,
splitting) interact with
institutional processes to
reproduce defensiveness across
levels?

. What are the key inflection

points at which individual
defensiveness becomes
interpersonal and then
organizational?

. How do leader responses to

critical feedback create self-
reinforcing defensive cycles
with employees and
organizational systems?

. What organizational factors

enable or mitigate the
entrenchment of defensiveness
(e.g., culture, structure, shared
practices)?

. Do spikes in autonomic arousal

reliably precede specific
defensive responses such as
interruptions, topic shifts, or
withdrawal?

. Does arousal de-escalate when

insecurity is buffered through
affirmation or high-quality
listening?

. Can physiological co-regulation

patterns in teams predict the
emergence of collective
defensive norms?

. Are interventions targeting felt

insecurity more effective before
defensive behaviors are enacted
than after they become
reciprocal?

. Do relational holding practices

(e.g., listening protocols,
relational pauses) reduce
defensive reciprocity in teams?

. How do stage-contingent

interventions (individual
coaching vs. team facilitation vs.
structural redesign) differ in
effectiveness depending on how
entrenched defensiveness is?
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perspectives. Where psychology explains how per-
ceived threats trigger defensive regulation, manage-
ment perspectives (e.g., institutional theory) can
explain how internal processes are reproduced
through organizational systems. One direction
would be to identify integrative mechanisms that
explain how defensiveness shifts from episodic to
entrenched. For example, studies could examine
how an individual’s defensive regulation of felt inse-
curity can shape interaction norms in a team, which
eventually gets embedded into structures and rou-
tines that persist beyond the original actors. This
multilevel dynamic can be studied by assessing
levels of felt insecurity at the individual level,
observing conversations (between individuals) in
teams over time, and linking those observations of
defensiveness to changes in how information flows
within and between teams.

Methodologically, micro—macro integration can
be accomplished by focusing on linking episodes
where defensiveness moves across levels. One
concrete approach is event-based longitudinal work
centered on defensive episodes, tracking sequences
from perceived threat to felt insecurity, to defense
mechanisms, distal defensive behaviors, and to
the emergence of organizational processes that
reproduce defensiveness. Event-based longitudinal
designs track how individual responses become col-
lective patterns. Bechky and Okhuysen (2011) used
this approach to examine how SWAT and film teams
responded to surprise events; Klein, Ziegert, Knight,
and Xiao (2006) used it to document dynamic dele-
gation in trauma teams.

Another promising approach is process-oriented
case research that follows defensive episodes across
time and links them to the emergence of organiza-
tional routines and meaning systems. Ethnographic
process work is especially well-suited because it can
observe how vulnerability is managed moment-to-
moment while also documenting how observable
defensive behaviors become reproduced in organiza-
tional systems. For example, Fitzsimons et al. (2025)
documented how individual defense mechanisms
within a top management team led to defensive orga-
nizing at the group, intergroup, and organizational
levels.

Theoretical cross-pollination between psychody-
namic and macro-organizational perspectives is
especially fruitful for explaining how intrapsychic
threat regulation becomes socially organized and
reproduced through organizational systems. Sys-
tems psychodynamics has long worked at this inter-
section (Petriglieri & Petriglieri, 2020, 2022), but the

broader integration we propose extends beyond a
single tradition. Combining the interpretivist meth-
ods common in psychodynamic scholarship with
the positivist methods common in social-cognitive,
behavioral, and organizational scholarship has
proven challenging due to fundamental epistemo-
logical differences (Petriglieri & Petriglieri, 2020).

We acknowledge that most researchers often spe-
cialize in one epistemological approach and are not,
by default, equipped to operate fluently in another.
Rather than asking researchers to retool entirely, we
recommend collaboration with co-authors who are
trained or specialize in different epistemologies.
Cunningham et al.’s (2023) study of anticipated
image risk and leader emergence is a good example.
The authors integrate a psychodynamic perspective
on anticipated image risk with organizational behav-
ior theories of leader identity and integrate findings
from a quantitative survey with qualitative analysis
of specific image concerns that deter people from
leading. The challenge of epistemological cross-
pollination requires collaborators willing to translate
their assumptions to one another and journals will-
ing to evaluate the resulting work on its integrative
merits.

2. Examine How Defensiveness Becomes
Entrenched in Organizations

Our second recommendation is to examine the
process by which defensiveness becomes entrenched
in organizations. One promising avenue is to examine
inflection points where defensiveness transitions
from one form to another, becoming progressively
more resistant to intervention. Three inflection points
warrant particular attention: (1) when internal threat
regulation becomes externalized into observable
defensive behaviors, (2) when defensive behaviors
are reciprocated and stabilize into recurring interac-
tion patterns, and (3) when those patterns become
incorporated into formal organizational systems.

An illustration of each inflection point follows.
First, when a leader feels their heart rate speed up in
response to negative information, which they
instinctively feel must be untrue, and then publicly
denigrates the information source as invalid. Rather
than heed the physiological warning signal and step
back to critically evaluate the information, the leader
follows the path of least resistance with a visible
defense. Second, when a leader dismisses employee
concerns or responds to critical feedback with
blame-shifting, employees may respond with defen-
sive silence and withhold critical information to
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avoid the leader’s reaction. This withholding pre-
vents the leader from accessing information needed
to address the original threat, thereby increasing
insecurity and intensifying future defensiveness.
Third, when reporting processes are redesigned to
minimize negative information, or when meetings
are structured to prevent dissent, defensiveness has
shifted from interaction pattern to organizational
property.

Methodologically, capturing these inflection
points requires repeated observation and a focus on
episodes. Diary studies and experience sampling
can measure perceived threat, felt insecurity, and
self-reported defensive motivation close to when
events occur. Video ethnography and longitudinal
meeting recordings can capture the interactional
micro dynamics through which defensiveness is
enacted and reciprocated. For example, researchers
could follow newly formed teams across three to six
months, measuring individual felt insecurity
biweekly, recording monthly team meetings to code
defensive behaviors and reciprocation, surveying
psychological safety, and analyzing team-created
artifacts for formalized defensive practices.

To study defensive entrenchment at the organiza-
tional level, researchers can examine organizational
practices that reflect institutionalization, such as
changes in escalation paths, reporting practices, or
practices that reduce exposure to disconfirming infor-
mation. For example, researchers could study organi-
zational responses to crises longitudinally, tracking
whether acute defensive reactions to failures or scan-
dals evolve into chronic structural defensiveness over
12 to 24 months, and what factors (e.g., leadership
change, external accountability, performance feed-
back) interrupt or further entrenchment.

3. Advance New Methods to Research
Defensiveness as an Embodied Process

Progress on integrative questions will require
methods to observe defensiveness across levels and
in real time, going beyond just self-reports. To
address limitations in self-report methods (Podsak-
off & Organ, 1986), we propose the use of physiologi-
cal measures (Domen, Scheepers, Derks & van
Veelen, 2022) to study defensiveness as an embod-
ied process. The combined use of galvanic skin
response and heart rate monitoring are promising
approaches that can be used to triangulate physio-
logical markers of defensiveness. When people feel
threatened, their bodies react. Heart rate can rise,
breathing can change, and attention can narrow.

Physiological measurement is especially promis-
ing for integration because it can timestamp when
threat responses crest during interaction and thereby
connect internal states to outward defensive action.
Building on challenge—threat models, distinct car-
diovascular and autonomic patterns track appraisals
of demands relative to coping resources (Seery,
2011; Wormwood et al., 2019). This temporal speci-
ficity enables researchers to test process claims that
are otherwise difficult to observe; for instance,
whether spikes in arousal precede specific defensive
conversational moves (e.g., interruptions, topic
shifts, withdrawal) and whether arousal de-escalates
when insecurity is buffered (e.g., through affirmation
or high-quality listening).

Physiological measures can offer complementary
advantages to existing measures of defensiveness.
First, defensiveness often involves automatic
responses that unfold before people can accurately
reflect on them. Indicators of autonomic arousal
(e.g., heart rate variability, skin conductance) can
provide time-stamped markers of when threat
responses peak during interactions, enabling
researchers to link “micro-moments” of perceived
threat to subsequent defensive behaviors (e.g., inter-
ruption, withdrawal, blame-shifting) with greater
temporal precision. Second, physiological data can
reduce common-source bias when predictors and
outcomes would otherwise come from the same self-
report survey (e.g., reported threat and reported
defensiveness). Third, these measures can help dif-
ferentiate superficially similar behaviors that may
have different underlying states (e.g., calm disagree-
ment vs. activated defensiveness) and can illuminate
co-regulation dynamics in teams (e.g., whether
arousal escalates and spreads across members dur-
ing conflict).

4. Examine Multilevel Interventions to
Address Defensiveness

A promising research direction is to develop and
test multilevel interventions that interrupt defen-
siveness before it consolidates into reciprocal inter-
action patterns and, later, into organizational
defenses. At the individual and dyadic levels,
researchers can translate psychodynamic change
principles from clinical settings into organizational
interventions. For example, the Boston Change Pro-
cess Study Group (2007) highlights how moment-to-
moment affective exchanges and implicit relational
knowing can enable people to revise entrenched
defensive responses. In organizations, this suggests
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studying whether small, well-timed “micro-
interventions” (e.g., naming the emotional tone of a
feedback exchange, slowing pace, inviting the reci-
pient’s felt experience before problem-solving)
reduce immediate defensive moves and increase
learning behaviors. Relatedly, clinical insights on
interpretive timing (the skill of surfacing defenses
without provoking escalation) could be used in
intervention training for how managers deliver criti-
cal feedback (sequencing, framing, and pacing).
Researchers can test whether certain timing patterns
reliably lower defensive reactivity.

At the team level, Kahn (2001) notes that relational
holding environments can be an intervention for
defensiveness. Researchers could experimentally
manipulate or measure discrete holding practices
(e.g., arelational pause or listening protocols) in live
or simulated defensive team interactions. Research-
ers can apply process analysis to document what
changed in the interaction (what participants
noticed, what felt safer, what remained undiscussa-
ble). This combination can surface and clarify mech-
anisms on how relational holding behaviors within
teams work to diffuse defensiveness.

Finally, interventions likely differ in effectiveness
depending on how entrenched defensiveness is at
the organizational level. Once defensiveness is rou-
tinized (e.g., normed avoidance of bad news, “safe”
reporting formats), individual coaching alone may
have limited effects because the system keeps repro-
ducing the original threat. This raises testable, stage-
contingent questions: Are interventions targeting
felt insecurity more effective before defensive beha-
viors are enacted? Do relational interventions work
best before defensive reciprocity takes hold?
Researchers can operationalize defensive entrench-
ment by identifying teams at different stages of
defensiveness (recent formation with minimal
defensiveness, established teams with some defen-
sive patterns, long-standing teams with entrenched
defensiveness) and randomly assign interventions
(e.g., individual coaching, team facilitation, team
redesign). Comparing effects across stages of defen-
siveness would generate practical knowledge that
can build toward a multilevel intervention model to
diffuse defensiveness.

CONCLUSION

This paper integrates four decades of research on
defensiveness across psychology and management.
Across 523 articles, we find that defensiveness is not
a fixed individual trait, nor merely a person’s

resistance to change. It is a response to felt insecu-
rity, expressed through proximal psychological
defenses and distal behavioral and organizational
ones. This reframing carries a clear implication:
managing defensiveness requires moving beyond
efforts to fix or pathologize individuals and toward
addressing the conditions that generate insecurity in
the first place. Defensiveness is a signal of distress,
and the form it takes reveals which psychological or
organizational system is protecting itself.

For managers, the practical shift is to stop asking
“Why is this person defensive?” and start asking
“What would this person need to feel secure enough
tobe less defensive?” The same applies at the organi-
zational level: defensive routines (e.g., siloed report-
ing, ritualized meetings, unwritten rules about what
cannot be discussed) are often defenses in response
to unspoken insecurity. Dismantling these practices
without addressing the insecurity they regulate sim-
ply moves the defense elsewhere. By understanding
the role of insecurity, we can understand how defen-
siveness is not just about rigidity or resistance. It is
about the human need to feel secure, understood,
and supported in the face of threat.
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