


Yes, chronic experiential avoidance and ongoing suppression of grief responses are strongly
associated with the maintenance of long-term psychological distress and contribute to the
development and persistence of prolonged grief disorder, though some evidence suggests
these relationships may be complex and not always strictly causal.

1. Introduction

Prolonged grief disorder (PGD) is characterized by persistent, severe, and disabling grief that can last for years after a loss. A
substantial body of research indicates that maladaptive emotion regulation strategies—particularly experiential avoidance (the
effortful avoidance of internal experiences such as thoughts, feelings, or memories) and suppression of grief responses—play a
significant role in maintaining psychological distress and contributing to PGD (  Eisma & Stroebe, 2020;  Keser & Boelen, 2025;

 Eisma & Lenferink, 2023;  Smith et al., 2024;  Williams et al., 2019;  Eisma et al., 2020;  Boelen & Bout, 2010). Systematic
reviews and empirical studies consistently show strong associations between experiential avoidance, behavioral avoidance,
expressive suppression, rumination, and the persistence of complicated or prolonged grief symptoms (  Eisma & Stroebe, 2020;

 Eisma & Lenferink, 2023;  Smith et al., 2024;  Williams et al., 2019;  Eisma et al., 2020). Avoidance behaviors hinder the
integration of loss into autobiographical memory and disrupt adaptive coping, thereby perpetuating distress (  Keser & Boelen,
2025;  Eisma & Lenferink, 2023;  Smith et al., 2024). However, some studies note that these relationships are not always strictly
causal; for example, avoidance may be more adaptive in early bereavement but becomes maladaptive if it persists beyond the
initial months after loss (  Smith et al., 2024;  Yoshiike et al., 2025). Interventions targeting avoidance—such as exposure
therapy or behavioral activation—have demonstrated efficacy in reducing prolonged grief symptoms (  Eisma & Stroebe, 2020; 
Eisma & Lenferink, 2023;  Lechner-Meichsner et al., 2021). Nonetheless, laboratory findings are sometimes mixed, and
longitudinal studies highlight the need for further research to clarify causality and temporal precedence (  Eisma & Stroebe, 2020;

 Smith et al., 2024). Overall, the literature supports a central role for chronic experiential avoidance and suppression in
maintaining long-term psychological distress following bereavement.

Does chronic experiential avoidance maintain long-term psychological distress and contribute to prolonged grief
disorder?

N = 39

33 2 1 3

Yes 85% · Possibly 5% · Mixed 3% · No 8%

FIGURE 1  Consensus meter visualizing agreement on experiential avoidance's role in prolonged grief disorder.

2. Methods

A comprehensive literature search was conducted across over 170 million research papers indexed in Consensus—including
Semantic Scholar, PubMed, and other databases. The search strategy targeted foundational frameworks, alternate terminology
(e.g., psychological inflexibility), mechanistic pathways, contrasting perspectives, cross-population analyses, and adjacent
constructs related to experiential avoidance and suppression in grief. In total, 10,371 papers were initially identified; after relevance
filtering and deduplication, 138 papers were screened for inclusion. Of these, 50 high-quality papers were included in this review.
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Search Strategy

13.2M

Retrieved

21 searches

1 citation graph use

All papers retrieved from 21 searches and 1
citation graph use.

1.6K

Eligible

Papers meeting relevance and quality criteria,
after deduplication

50

Included

Top papers selected to be included in the final
analysis

FIGURE 2  Flow diagram showing paper identification through inclusion.

Six unique search strategies were used to capture diverse perspectives on experiential avoidance and suppression in prolonged
grief disorder.

3. Results

3.1 Evidence Linking Experiential Avoidance/Suppression to Prolonged Grief

Systematic reviews demonstrate strong evidence that experiential avoidance (including behavioral avoidance and expressive
suppression) is positively associated with the persistence of complicated or prolonged grief (  Eisma & Stroebe, 2020;  Eisma &
Lenferink, 2023;  Smith et al., 2024). Both cross-sectional surveys and randomized controlled trials indicate that higher levels of
loss-related experiential avoidance predict greater severity of PGD symptoms over time (  Eisma & Stroebe, 2020;  Keser &
Boelen, 2025;  Smith et al., 2024;  Boelen & Bout, 2010). Laboratory studies provide mixed results but generally support these
associations (  Eisma & Stroebe, 2020).

3.2 Mechanisms: Mediation by Avoidance Processes

Multiple studies show that avoidance mediates the relationship between repetitive negative thought patterns (e.g., rumination) and
prolonged grief or depression symptoms (  Eisma et al., 2020;  Eisma et al., 2013). Behavioral disengagement from reminders of
loss impedes emotional processing necessary for adaptation (  Keser & Boelen, 2025;  Eisma & Lenferink, 2023), while
interventions targeting these avoidant tendencies (e.g., exposure therapy) reduce PGD symptom severity (  Eisma & Stroebe,
2020;  Eisma & Lenferink, 2023).

3.3 Temporal Dynamics: When Does Avoidance Become Maladaptive?

Longitudinal data suggest that while early post-loss avoidance may not predict short-term PGD symptoms—and may even be
adaptive—persistent use beyond six months is linked to increased risk for developing PGD (  Smith et al., 2024;  Yoshiike et al.,
2025). This aligns with dual process models proposing oscillation between confrontation-avoidance dynamics as normative early
on but problematic when chronic.

3.4 Contrasting Perspectives & Moderators

Some studies report null or inconsistent findings regarding the predictive value of attachment-related avoidance or insecure
attachment styles on PGD when controlling for baseline symptoms (  Eisma et al., 2023;  Janshen et al., 2024). Other factors
such as individual differences (e.g., neuroticism), context (e.g., type of loss), or cultural background may moderate these
relationships (  Boelen & Spuij, 2024;  Lenzo et al., 2022).
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Results Timeline

FIGURE 3  Timeline showing publication trends on experiential avoidance/suppression in prolonged grief research. Larger markers indicate more citations.

Top Contributors

Type Name Papers

Author M. Eisma (  Eisma & Stroebe, 2020;  Eisma & Lenferink, 2023;  Eisma et al., 2020;  Yoshiike et
al., 2025;  Lechner-Meichsner et al., 2021;  Pociūnaitė-Ott et al., 2025;  Boelen, 2021;

 Treml et al., 2021;  Smith & Ehlers, 2021; Eisma et al., 2021)

Author P. Boelen (  Keser & Boelen, 2025;  Eisma et al., 2020;  Boelen & Bout, 2010;  Yoshiike et al.,
2025;  Eisma et al., 2023;  Lenzo et al., 2022;  Pociūnaitė-Ott et al., 2025;  Boelen,
2021)

Author Kirsten V. Smith (  Smith et al., 2024;  Maccallum & Bryant, 2018;  Smith et al., 2020)

Journal Psychiatry research (  Williams et al., 2019;  Eisma et al., 2023)

Journal Clinical Psychology &
Psychotherapy

(  Eisma et al., 2020;  Yoshiike et al., 2025)

Journal PLoS ONE (  Lenzo et al., 2022; Hardt et al., 2021)

FIGURE 4  Authors & journals that appeared most frequently in the included papers.

4. Discussion

The reviewed literature provides robust support for the role of chronic experiential avoidance and suppression in maintaining long-
term psychological distress after bereavement and contributing to PGD (  Eisma & Stroebe, 2020;  Keser & Boelen, 2025; 
Eisma & Lenferink, 2023;  Smith et al., 2024). These maladaptive emotion regulation strategies disrupt cognitive processing
required for healthy adaptation to loss by preventing confrontation with painful realities or emotions associated with bereavement (

 Keser & Boelen, 2025;  Shear et al., 2007). While some forms of early post-loss avoidance may serve an adaptive function by
providing temporary relief from overwhelming emotions (  Smith et al., 2024), persistent reliance on these strategies is
consistently linked with poorer outcomes—including higher rates of depression and PTSD comorbidity alongside PGD (  Keser &
Boelen, 2025;  Boelen & Bout, 2010).
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However, causality remains complex: many studies are cross-sectional or do not establish temporal precedence; thus it is possible
that severe grief also increases reliance on avoidant coping rather than vice versa (  Eisma & Stroebe, 2020;  Janshen et al.,
2024). Furthermore, individual differences such as attachment style or neuroticism may influence susceptibility to maladaptive
coping but do not uniformly predict worsening PGD over time when baseline symptoms are controlled for (  Eisma et al., 2023; 
Janshen et al., 2024).

Interventions targeting reduction of avoidant behaviors—such as exposure-based therapies—are effective at reducing PGD
symptom severity across diverse populations (  Eisma & Stroebe, 2020;  Lechner-Meichsner et al., 2021), supporting their
clinical utility.

Claims & Evidence Table

Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

Experiential/behavioral avoidance
maintains long-term psychological
distress & contributes to PGD

Strong

Multiple systematic reviews & RCTs
show strong positive associations;
interventions targeting avoidance
reduce symptoms

(  Eisma & Stroebe,
2020;  Keser & Boelen,
2025;  Eisma &
Lenferink, 2023;  Smith
et al., 2024)

Suppression/avoidance mediates
effects of rumination/worry on PGD

Strong

Mediation analyses demonstrate
indirect effects via
behavioral/experiential avoidance

(  Eisma et al., 2020; 
Eisma et al., 2013)

Early post-loss avoidance may be
adaptive but becomes maladaptive
if chronic

Moderate

Longitudinal data show no short-term
risk but increased risk if persistent
beyond initial months

(  Smith et al., 2024)

Attachment-related/insecure
attachment styles inconsistently
predict worsening PGD over time

Moderate

Some longitudinal studies find no effect
when controlling for baseline symptoms

(  Eisma et al., 2023; 
Janshen et al., 2024)

Laboratory findings on emotion
regulation strategies are mixed

Moderate

Some lab-based studies do not
replicate survey/RCT findings

(  Eisma & Stroebe,
2020)

Causality between avoidant coping
& PGD remains partly unresolved

Moderate

Many studies are cross-sectional;
directionality cannot always be
established

(  Eisma & Stroebe,
2020)

FIGURE Key claims and support evidence identified in these papers.

5. Conclusion

Chronic experiential avoidance and ongoing suppression of grief responses play a central role in maintaining long-term
psychological distress following bereavement and contribute significantly to the development and persistence of prolonged grief
disorder. While some nuances exist regarding timing (early vs late bereavement), individual differences (attachment style), and
causality directionality remain areas needing further clarification.
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Research Gaps

Despite substantial progress in understanding how avoidant coping maintains prolonged grief reactions across populations
(adults/children; sudden/expected losses), gaps remain regarding causal mechanisms (temporal precedence), cultural/contextual
moderators (non-Western samples), biological underpinnings (autonomic markers), intervention timing/effectiveness across
subgroups.

Research Gaps Matrix

Topic/Outcome Adults Children/Adolescents Cross-cultural Populations Biological Markers

Experiential Avoidance–PGD 20 2 2 1

Suppression–PGD 12 GAP GAP GAP

Attachment/Avoidance–PGD 15 2 GAP GAP

Rumination/Worry–PGD 10 GAP GAP GAP

FIGURE Matrix showing concentration/gaps by population studied and outcome measured.

Open Research Questions

Future research should focus on clarifying causal pathways using intensive longitudinal designs; exploring biological mechanisms
underlying avoidant coping’s impact; testing interventions across cultures/subgroups; examining moderators such as social support
or personality traits.

Question Why

Does reducing chronic experiential avoidance causally decrease
risk for developing prolonged grief disorder?

Establishing causality would inform prevention/intervention
timing for at-risk individuals post-bereavement.

What biological mechanisms mediate the link between chronic
suppression/avoidance and persistent psychological distress?

Understanding neurobiological pathways could guide
personalized treatments targeting physiological resilience
factors.

How do cultural/contextual factors moderate the impact of
avoidant coping on prolonged grief outcomes?

Cross-cultural validation would ensure interventions are
effective globally across diverse grieving populations.

FIGURE Open questions highlighting future directions for research into mechanisms linking avoidant coping with prolonged grief.

In summary: Chronic experiential avoidance/suppression robustly predicts persistent psychological distress after bereavement—
but further work is needed to clarify causality/mechanisms across contexts.

These search results were found and analyzed using Consensus, an AI-powered search engine for research. Try it at
https://consensus.app. © 2026 Consensus NLP, Inc. Personal, non-commercial use only; redistribution requires copyright holders’
consent.
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