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BREAKTHROUGH TOOL:

IDENTIFY KEY WORDS & PHRASES
Supporting Philosophy:
We believe that there are signs to help guide us along life’s
journey. If we are open to them, we find that they often to lead us
in the right direction.
***
“Which 20% of the blocks should I focus on for 80% or more of the
outcome I want? That is the question!”–-Tim Ferris, Author
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Practice Question…
Your client tells you that, since his last session with you, several
disturbing memories from his past have surfaced. To cope, he
intentionally distracts himself from them by focusing on
something else. Which defense mechanism is your client using to
avoid feeling anxious…
a. Repression
b. Regression
c.

Sublimination

d. Suppression
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IDENTIFYING KEY WORDS & PHRASES:
THE CLUES
Ask yourself…
•

What specific words in the question call out to me?

•

What words evoke a psychological circumstance?

The first key phrase in this vignette is “since his last session with you…” These
first few words are important because they create the therapeutic context for the entire
question. The phrase suggests that you are engaged in a therapeutic process (multiple
sessions) with one client. As such, the process has an individual focus, which, as a test
taker, requires that you focus upon the psychodynamics involved in conducting
individual therapy.
The second key phrase in the vignette is “…disturbing memories…have
surfaced.” This phrase is important because it suggests the presence of anxiety. Your
client has been anxious and he has had to manage it apart from you. Therefore, you
might ask yourself: “What tools do people typically use to cope with anxiety without the
help of a therapist?
Next, you’ll really want to note the key word “intentionally.” It is extremely
important because it points to that fact that your client is consciously doing something
to actively manage his anxiety. In other words, his actions are intentional—not
unconscious.
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IDENTIFYING KEY WORDS & PHRASES CONT.
THE CLUES
Therefore, the key words and phrases in the vignette help us extract only the most relevant
information, which is…

Individual Work + Anxious Client + Conscious Coping
Now, you’re ready to identify the key information in the question. “Which defense

mechanism is your client using…” is a key phrase here; it tells you: (1) that you will need to
apply your knowledge of Freud’s defense mechanisms to answer the question; (2) the client is
coping with his anxiety by using a such a defense mechanism.
That said; we know that the client is not only consciously coping with anxiety, he’s using a
Freudian defense mechanism to do it. Therefore, the answer must be a type of Freudian
defense mechanism that involves conscious awareness.
Now, we can use this new information to strategically reframe the question in the following
manner…

Which Freudian defense mechanism involves conscious awareness?
1. Repression
2. Regression
3. Sublimination
4. Suppression
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Lastly, it is important to note that the most relevant key word in the
vignette is “intentionally” because it quickly points to the correct
answer, the only one that involves conscious action…
Your client tells you that, since his last session with you, several
disturbing memories from his past have surfaced. To avoid
confronting them, he intentionally distracts himself from by focusing
on something else. Which defense mechanism is your client using to
defend against anxiety…
a.

Repression

b.

Regression

c.

Sublimination

d.

Suppression

Suppression n. 1. a conscious effort to put disturbing thoughts and experiences out of
mind, or to control and inhibit the expression of unacceptable impulses and feelings. It
is distinct from the unconscious defense mechanism of REPRESSION in psychoanalytic
theory. American Psychological Association (2015-02-16). APA Dictionary of
Psychology, Second Edition (Kindle Locations 83525-83528). American Psychological
Association (APA). Kindle Edition.
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