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Abstract

Aim. The article is aimed at proving the hypothesis that there are significant cor-
relations between the defense mechanisms and the perception of time perspective in 
young people under the conditions of war. 

Methods. The study was held in May 2022 with the involvement of students 
who were relocated to the west of Ukraine from the eastern regions due to active 
hostilities. The following research methods were used: survey; psychological testing 
(Life Style Index, Zimbardo Time Perspective Inventory); statistic analysis. 

Results. The study shows that the most common defense mechanisms of young 
people during the war are: repression, projection and displacement. At the same 
time, men use the defense mechanism of projection more often than women, and 
women are more prone to regression. It is determined that young people during the 
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war are the least oriented towards the future. Also, there are very few who would 
perceive the past negatively.

Conclusion. The data obtained during the research indicate the need to develop 
a program of psychological support for young people during the war, which would 
allow: to develop awareness of one’s own experiences, defense mechanisms, ways 
of ecologically living through traumatic experience; to form a healthier attitude to 
time, which would include planning for the future at least for the short term and 
would contribute to increasing motivation for life and self-development. 
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Introduction

Researchers note that time perspective is an extremely important pheno-
menon that manifests unconsciously, but affects a person’s perception 

of personal and social experience, giving it meaning (Perry et al., 2019). The 
perception of time perspective determines a person’s ability to live here and 
now, but at the same time, it affects the perception of the future, dreams, 
directions, life plans. Moreover, it has its influence on the perception of the 
past, and therefore on the reinterpretation of oneself (Phan, 2020). 

Time perspective is especially important in youth, because during this 
period a person goes through an identity crisis: actively searches for one’s 
identify, goes through the process of realizing one’s values, determines the 
direction of professional development, begins to build a career. It is extre-
mely important to have a positive picture of the future, which acts as a 
motivating force that prompts a young person to move and helps overcome 
doubts and obstacles that arise on the way (Brannen & Nilsen, 2002). If 
young persons appear to be in the conditions of hostilities, as millions of 
students in Ukraine found themselves in 2022, then their ability to perce-
ive time undergoes significant transformations, which can negatively affect 
both their well-being in real time and the future. 

Researchers point that people who find themselves in war conditions 
have such characteristics of time perception as “freezing” and hoping for 
great changes in the future. Moreover, the persons who find themselves in 
such conditions partially lose their agency, because the ability to plan and 
build the future mainly depends on external events (armistice, end of war, 
reconstruction, etc.) (Brun, 2015). Another important feature is the percep-
tion of the future as a return to the past, which is impossible in reality. Such 
a perception of time over a long period is the most destructive thing for a 
young person, because the “freezing” a moment in time does not give a 
person the opportunity to actively enter adult life and destroys the image 
of the future, which will be quite difficult to restore even after the cease-fire. 
The lack of an image of the future negatively affects the development of 
self-awareness and motivation for life in young people.

In this light, it is of particular interest to investigate into the peculiarities 
of the perception of time during the war by young people who tend to use 
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various defense mechanisms. Defense mechanisms operate in the same way 
at an unconscious level, but in addition they allow a person to maintain 
self-esteem and reduce the level of anxiety (Benítez Camacho et al., 2010). 
Our hypothesis is that a more positive image of the future is associated with 
the use of mature defense mechanisms of the intellectual spectrum. The 
proof of this hypothesis opens up opportunities for the formation of psy-
chological support programs for young people who find themselves in war 
conditions, which would contribute to the formation of a healthy image of 
the future. 

Aim of the Research
The article is aimed at proving the hypothesis that there are significant 

correlations between the defense mechanisms and the perception of time 
perspective in young people under the conditions of war.

The main tasks of the research are:
• study of the features of the time perspective of young people in the war 

condition;
• determination of the dominant defense mechanisms of young people;
• analysis of gender-specific differences in the level of manifestation of 

research indicators;
• correlational analysis of research results, with the aim of determining 

the relationship between specific defense mechanisms and a positive 
perception of the future.

Methods

The study was held in June 2022 with the involvement of students who 
were relocated to the west of Ukraine from the eastern regions due to active 
hostilities. The criteria for inclusion in the study group are: age (18-22 years 
old); staying in evacuation for at least three months (time is needed for ada-
ptation in a new place); no violence-related injuries or direct involvement 
in hostilities. The study participants are young people who were evacuated 
in the first days of the war and were not physically involved in hostilities, 
do not have physical injuries or a history of violence experience. On the 
other hand, these are people who have lost the opportunity to live at home, 
study at their universities, and are forced to arrange their lives from the 
very beginning. 50 students took part in the study: 25 men (average age 
19.43±1.17 years) and 25 women (average age 19.77±1.13 years). All interac-
tions with research participants took place individually with the involve-
ment of a psychologist.

The following research methods were used: questionnaire – to collect 
sociodemographic data about the participants (gender, age, place of study; 
time and conditions of evacuation); psychological testing – to determine 
the features of the perception of time perspective and dominant defense 
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mechanisms; statistic analysis for generalization and verification of the 
reliability of research outcomes. 

During the survey, the following parameters are clarified: age, gender, 
place and year of study, specialty, time and conditions of evacuation from 
the war-affected area. Survey data are used to check the compliance of 
young people with the criteria for inclusion in the research group. 158 stu-
dents evacuated to the west of Ukraine completed the initial questionnaire 
online, and 50 of them were selected to participate in the study.108 students 
were excluded from the research because they did not meet the research cri-
teria: 41 students were older than 22 years (criterion 1), 48 students stayed 
in evacuation less than 3 month (criterion 2), 19 students were exposed to 
acts of violence (shelling, bombing, sexual violence)(criterion 3).

Psychological methods included the Lifestyle Index Questionnaire (Bel-
skaya, 2019); Zimbardo Time Perspective Inventory (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). 

The Life Style Index methodology was developed by Robert Plutchik 
and Herman Kellerman adapted to the Ukrainian sample by Nataliia 
Bеlskaya. The method is based on psychoanalytic ideas about defense 
mechanisms and allows determining the severity of defense mechanisms. 
The methodology consists of 92 statements, the degree of agreement with 
which should be assessed using a dichotomous scale (“Yes” or “No”). 
The maximum number of points on different scales varies from 10 to 17: 
denial (max=10)(Cronbach’s alpha=0,79), repression (max=17)(Cronbach’s 
alpha=0,82), regression (max=10)(Cronbach’s alpha=0,76), compensa-
tion (max=11)(Cronbach’s alpha=0,78), projection (max=12)(Cronbach’s 
alpha=0,81), displacement (max=10)(Cronbach’s alpha=0,82), intellectu-
alization (max=10)(Cronbach’s alpha=0,76), reactive formation (max=12)
(Cronbach’s alpha=0,79). The advantages of this methods are: an exhaus-
tive set of defense strategies, covering both more primitive primary and 
more mature secondary ones; a relatively small number of statements; 
availability of a version adapted to the Ukrainian sample group.

The Zimbardo Time Perspective Inventory was adapted on the Ukra-
inian sample (Senyk, 2012). The questionnaire contains 56 statements, the 
degree of agreement with which should be assessed on a 5-point Likert 
scale. The methodology relies on 5 main indicators in relation to the time 
perspective: future, hedonistic present, fatalistic present, positive-past, 
negative-past. The maximum possible score for all scales is 5 points. The 
advantages of the method are: ease of use; a small number of statements; 
availability of a version adapted to the Ukrainian sample.

Statistical methods applied for generalization and scientific verification 
of research results. They include:

• descriptive statistics (average, standard deviation);
• non-parametric comparison criterion – Mann-Whitney U-test for deter-

mining gender differences according to research indicators;
• non-parametric criterion – Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient for 

determining dependencies between research indicators. 
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Research Results

After forming the research sample, taking into account the defined crite-
ria, testing was conducted using psychodiagnostic methods. The data were 
analyzed in subgroups of men and women to determine the gender charac-
teristics of defense mechanisms and the time perspective of young people 
in the conditions of military operations. First of all, the defense mechanisms 
of the respondents were analyzed (Table 1).

Table 1
Defense Mechanisms Study Results (n=50)

Indicator
Mean (M±SD) Mann-Whitney 

U-testMen Women
Denial 7.2±1.9 7.9±1.9 281
Repression 15.9±2.2 16.3±2.3 293
Regression 3.2±0.5 7.1±1.4 180**
Compensation 8.4±0.9 8.1±1.1 307
Projection 10.8±1.8 7.9±1.1 211*
Displacement 8.6±1.2 8.4±1.3 294
Intellectualization 6.1±0.9 5.8±0.7 299
Reactive formation 4.5±0.8 4.9±0.8 351

Note. Significance level: **-р≤0.01, *-р≤0.05
Source. Own research.

According to psychoanalytic classification, defense mechanisms can be 
divided into primary and secondary (McWilliams, 2011). Primary defense 
mechanisms act in a general, undifferentiated manner at the boundary 
between a person and the outside world. These defense mechanisms are 
more often used by children and are formed in the pre-verbal period. Secon-
dary defense mechanisms act differently, focus on the interaction between 
the substructures of the psyche and are formed after a person has mastered 
language. A healthy adult mainly relies on secondary defense mechanisms. 
Among the list of defense mechanisms presented in the Life Style Index, 
the primitive ones include denial and projection, and the secondary ones 
include repression, regression, compensation, displacement, intellectuali-
zation, and reactive formation.

The study shows that the most common defense mechanisms of young 
people during the war are: repression (suppression of unpleasant and trau-
matic experiences), projection (projection of one’s own unacceptable traits 
and experiences onto others) and displacement (displacement of negative 
effects from inaccessible objects of aggression to more accessible ones). At 
the same time, men use the defense mechanism of projection more often 
than women, and women are more prone to regression. 
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The use of the time perspective research method made it possible to 

determine characteristic features in relation to time in young people during 
the war (Table 2).

Table 2
Time Perspective Study Results

Indicator
Mean (M±SD) Mann-Whitney 

U-testMen Women
Past-negative 1.41±0.33 1.13±0.25 267
Present-hedonistic 3.98±0.56 4.02±0.75 356
Future 1.13±0.22 1.08±0.18 313
Present-fatalistic 4.14±0.76 3.76±0.54 215*
Past-positive 4.78±0.21 4.61±0.16 308

Note. Significance level: **-р≤0.01, *-р≤0.05
Source. Own research.

In particular, it is determined that young people during the war are the 
least oriented towards the future. The uncertainty and turbulence of military 
life does not allow for long-term planning, so the respondents showed an 
extremely low orientation to the future. Also, there are very few who would 
perceive the past negatively. On the contrary, the past life is idealized and 
perceived as having been filled with positive experiences. In relation to the 
present, high scores are observed for both hedonistic and fatalistic perception 
of reality. At the same time, men were found to have significantly higher 
scores in the perception of the fatalistic present as compared to women.

Figure 1
Distribution of the most common attitudes to time in groups of young men and 
women (%) (Men, n=25; Women, n=25)
Source. Own research.

 

 

there are very few who would perceive the past negatively. On the contrary, the past life is 

idealized and perceived as having been filled with positive experiences. In relation to the 

present, high scores are observed for both hedonistic and fatalistic perception of reality. At the 

same time, men were found to have significantly higher scores in the perception of the 

fatalistic present as compared to women. 

 
Figure 1 
Distribution of the most common attitudes to time in groups of young men and women (%) (Men, 
n=25; Women, n=25) 

 

 
Source. Own research. 
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The percentage distribution of the results of the method clearly demon-
strates that the hedonistic perception of the present prevails among women, 
while the fatalistic one prevails among men. 

Based on the results of the correlation analysis using the Spearman’s 
test, a correlation matrix was created (Table 3).

Table 3
Correlation analysis results

Past-
negative

Present-
hedonistic Future Present-

fatalistic
Past-

positive
Denial -0.321 0.612** 0.405 0.110 0.314
Repression 0.127 0.543** 0.495* 0.724** 0.267
Regression 0.081 0.497* -0.071 0.187 0.211
Compensation 0.317 0.196 0.228 0.341 0.276
Projection 0.167 -0.091 0.056 0.239 0.185
Displacement 0.295 0.512** 0.492* -0.107 0.345
Intellectualization -0.341 0.409 0.537** -0.207 0.265
Reactive formation 0.054 0.608** 0.329 0.457 0.301

Note. Significance level: **-р≤0.01, *-р≤0.05
Source. Own research.

It is found that the hedonistic attitude to the present is positively and 
significantly correlated with the primary defense mechanism of denial, 
as well as with secondary repression, regression, displacement, and reac-
tive formation. Thus, young people who focus too much on the pleasures 
during the war are likely trying to protect themselves from the frightening 
and unpredictable reality. The set of defense mechanisms that can be obse-
rved in them indicates a desire to isolate themselves from adults and fully 
perceive reality, which, on the one hand, helps to reduce anxiety, but on the 
other hand, does not allow solving the accumulated issues and can lead to 
excessive exhaustion in the near future. 

Future orientation is significantly correlated with repression, displa-
cement, and intellectualization. Those young people who suppress nega-
tive experiences, perceive reality in isolation from emotional experien-
ces, and shift their destructive impulses to accessible objects manage to 
build plans for the future. Such a complex of defense mechanisms certa-
inly contributes to the preservation of mental balance here and now and 
allows building the trajectory of future development, but at the same 
time, excessive use of displacement can cause great damage to relation-
ships with close people, who will most often become destructive impulse 
targets.

A fatalistic perception of the future is positively correlated with repres-
sion. Most likely, such a correlation is pre-determined by the excessive 
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pressure of wartime circumstances on a young person, which leads to the 
use of repression to reduce anxiety and maintain self-esteem.

Conclusions and Discussions

In the course of the study, it is reported that repression, projection and 
displacement prevail in young people during the war. Even in the works 
of Sigmund Freud et al. (2022), the experience of repression of war victims 
is described. It is repression that ensures the erasure of information about 
traumatic events from memory and allows a person to feel relief. At the same 
time, repression can cause serious health and well-being disorders in the 
future. In the conditions of a long military conflict and recurring traumatic 
events, the ability of the psyche to displace negative information into the sub-
conscious can be seriously damaged, which will lead to a significant deterio-
ration of a person’s well-being and a dramatic increase in the level of anxiety. 

Projection is also the defense behavior that is often observed in people 
during war (Moses, 2002). The inability to live one’s life, constant danger, 
the need to adapt to unusual and often unpleasant living conditions leads to 
an increase in the level of self-dissatisfaction. Since the general life situation 
during the war does not contribute to deep reflections and consistent work 
on oneself, it is the projection that allows a person to preserve self-respect 
and redirect negative experiences to others. The negative side of the projec-
tion is that it can lead to conflicts of a young person both with loved ones 
and with strangers, contribute to an increase in the level of suspicion, ten-
sion, mistrust of everything. In situations where social support is a neces-
sary condition for survival, excessive use of projection can seriously harm 
a young person.

Intellectualization turned out to be the third common defense mecha-
nism. In the scientific literature, there are references to the tendency to use 
another intellectual defense - rationalization (Knoll et al., 2020). The defense 
mechanisms of the intellectual group allow a person to isolate himself from 
the destructive power of wartime emotions and focus on those components 
of life that are controllable and can be significantly improved.

The time perspective perception study confirmed the data available in 
scientific research about the “freezing” of people in time during the war 
with excessive idealization of the past (Brun, 2015). It turned out to be inte-
resting that women are more prone to a hedonistic perception of the pre-
sent, they are more likely to use regression as a defense mechanism and try 
to enjoy life here and now without focusing on plans for the future. Men, 
on the other hand, perceive reality more fatalistically, but are also not ready 
to plan their future. This perception of reality by men may be explained by 
greater pressure of public opinion on men, regarding their military duties 
(MacKenzie & Foster, 2017), as well as the higher risk of death of men than 
women during military operations.
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The data obtained during the research indicate the need to develop a 
program of psychological support for young people during the war, which 
would allow: to develop awareness of one’s own experiences, defense 
mechanisms, ways of ecologically living through traumatic experience; to 
form a healthier attitude to time, which would include planning for the 
future at least for the short term and would contribute to increasing motiva-
tion for life and self-development. Such psychological interventions are of 
extreme importance in order not to lose a generation of young people facing 
the horrors of war after two years of the pandemic lock-down. The data of 
the research held vividly describe the main issues in the perception of time 
by young people during the war and give an answer to the question of the 
most priority areas of psychological work with young people in Ukraine.
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