


Yes, emotional suppression after trauma is generally linked to more later distress, but effects
are context-dependent.

1. Introduction

Across trauma research, emotional suppression, thought suppression, and broader avoidant or disengagement strategies are
more often associated with higher later PTSD, anxiety, depression, dissociation, or somatic burden than with recovery. Meta-
analytic evidence is the strongest anchor: posttraumatic stress symptoms show moderate-to-large associations with thought
suppression, experiential avoidance, rumination, and general emotion dysregulation, with thought suppression among the largest
specific effects reported (Seligowski et al., 2015). A separate meta-analysis of trauma coping found a consistent association
between avoidance coping and distress, overall r = .37 (Littleton et al., 2007). Reviews focused on trauma resilience similarly
conclude that experiential avoidance, denial, emotional disengagement, and chronic thought suppression are linked to greater
PTSD severity and poorer functioning (Thompson et al., 2011).

The same pattern appears across adolescents, veterans, refugees, torture survivors, conflict-affected civilians, and survivors of
childhood maltreatment. Expressive suppression is associated with higher PTSD, anxiety, and depression in trauma-exposed
community samples (Moore et al., 2008). In veterans, suppression is associated with higher odds of current PTSD and all symptom
clusters, whereas reappraisal is not (Khan et al., 2021). Among conflict-exposed adults, behavioral and mental disengagement and
denial are associated with poorer mental health outcomes years after war exposure (Saxon et al., 2016). Among adolescents
exposed to adversity or trauma, expressive suppression partly mediates later distress and anxiety pathways (Chen & Xiao, 2025;
Boyes et al., 2016).

The evidence is less uniform for acute, deliberate suppression in tightly controlled experiments. Some laboratory studies report
fewer immediate intrusions or reduced short-term distress after suppression instructions, and one recent training study found
improved mood and fewer anxiety and PTSD symptoms after thought-suppression training (Nagulendran et al., 2020; Dunn et al.,
2009; Mamat & Anderson, 2023). But these findings do not overturn the broader literature because they often involve brief
analogue stressors, selected tasks, or trained memory-control abilities rather than habitual suppression in real-world trauma
survivors (Konrad et al., 2025).

Does the use of intellectualization or emotional suppression to bypass acute trauma processing lead to delayed or
exacerbated physiological and psychological distress?
Requires at least 5 papers that directly answer your question. Try adjusting your query to find more papers.

FIGURE 1  Research consensus on suppression and later trauma distress

The meter should lean toward yes: most human studies and reviews link suppression-like avoidance to worse later psychological
outcomes, while physiological evidence exists but is thinner and more mixed (Seligowski et al., 2015; Littleton et al., 2007; Jones et
al., 2022).

2. Methods

The search ran across more than 170 million research papers indexed by Consensus, including Semantic Scholar, PubMed, and
related sources. The workflow identified 27,915 initially relevant human-study papers for the core query, expanded terminology
through six targeted search groups, and then screened 240 machine-filtered candidates. Of these, 194 passed relevance thresholds
and the top 50 ranked papers were included for synthesis.
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Search Strategy

35.5M

Retrieved

22 searches

1 citation graph use

All papers retrieved from 22 searches and 1
citation graph use.

2.1K

Eligible

Papers meeting relevance and quality criteria,
after deduplication

50

Included

Top papers selected to be included in the final
analysis

FIGURE 2  Search flow from identification to included papers

Searches combined trauma, suppression, avoidance, intellectualization-adjacent coping, delayed distress, physiology, and
comparison with reappraisal, exposure, and acceptance.

3. Results

3.1 Key Papers

The strongest anchors are two meta-analyses and several large observational or mechanistic studies. They converge on
avoidance/suppression as a robust correlate of trauma-related distress, while also highlighting exceptions involving skilled memory
control and brief experimental suppression (Seligowski et al., 2015; Littleton et al., 2007; Mary et al., 2020; Mamat & Anderson,
2023).

Paper Summary

(Saxon et al., 2016) Thought suppression strongly tracks PTS symptoms (Seligowski et al., 2015)

(Mamat & Anderson, 2023) Avoidance coping consistently relates to distress (Littleton et al., 2007)

(Dunn et al., 2009) Memory suppression capacity tracks resilience (Mary et al., 2020)

FIGURE 3  Foundational papers anchoring this trauma literature

3.2 Psychological Outcomes

Habitual suppression is repeatedly associated with worse trauma-related symptoms across populations. In trauma-exposed women,
expressive suppression is associated with higher PTSD, anxiety, and depression symptoms, partly via rumination (Moore et al.,
2008). In veterans, each increase in expressive suppression is associated with higher odds of current PTSD, including all symptom
clusters (Khan et al., 2021). In adolescents, expressive suppression partly mediates the path from adverse life experiences to later
psychological distress, and in a larger longitudinal adolescent sample it partially mediates the emotional abuse–anxiety pathway
(Boyes et al., 2016; Chen & Xiao, 2025).

Childhood trauma also appears to shift people toward suppression-based regulation. Maltreatment is meta-analytically associated
with increased emotional suppression and avoidance in youth (Gruhn & Compas, 2020). A preregistered 2025 study found
childhood maltreatment was associated with a stronger tendency to choose suppression and a lower capacity to implement
reappraisal (Armbruster-Genç et al., 2025). In young adults with childhood trauma, suppression is associated with dissociation and
poorer attitudes toward help-seeking (Rashid et al., 2024).
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3.3 Physiological And Somatic Findings

Dimension Finding Implication Citations

Inflammation High suppression exacerbated abuse-related
CRP and IL-6 increases

Suggests delayed physiological cost (Jones et al.,
2022)

Acute cue
reactivity

Suppression linked to greater negative affect
reactivity

Subjective distress can rise during
trauma cues

(Tull et al., 2017)

Cortisol Dissociation lowered cortisol reactivity short-
term

Immediate dampening does not
equal long-term benefit

(Tull et al., 2017)

Autonomic load Suppression linked to higher sympathetic
arousal in cited background literature

Plausible physiological burden
pathway

(Handelzalts et al.,
2025)

Somatic
symptoms

Suppression associated with LUTS and PTSD
in severe CSA-related PTSD

Trauma-linked somatic burden may
co-travel with suppression

(Handelzalts et al.,
2025)

FIGURE 4  Physiological and somatic correlates of suppression use

Physiological evidence supports the idea of cost, but it is less mature than the psychological literature. Some studies find
prospective inflammatory worsening among high suppressors after childhood abuse (Jones et al., 2022), whereas others report no
main prospective suppression effect on CRP or IL-6 in the full sample (Jones et al., 2022). That pattern suggests moderate
evidence for physiological exacerbation, stronger for subgroup interactions than for universal main effects.

3.4 Important Exceptions

A notable minority of studies challenge the simple view that all suppression is harmful. In a 3-day multinational experiment, thought-
suppression training produced no paradoxical increase in fears and instead reduced fear vividness, anxiety, negative affect, and
depression, with durable benefits in highly anxious or posttraumatically distressed participants (Mamat & Anderson, 2023). A
Science study of Paris attack survivors found that trauma-exposed people without PTSD could adaptively suppress intrusive
memories, whereas those with PTSD could not, suggesting that capacity for controlled suppression may mark resilience rather
than pathology (Mary et al., 2020).

Other experiments also show short-term nuance. Suppression during trauma-film exposure reduced immediate intrusions in one
cultural study (Nagulendran et al., 2020), and in healthy participants suppression reduced fear and later recall without increasing
physiology in another study (Dunn et al., 2009). Yet a trial in student journalists found stimulus discrimination outperformed memory
suppression for reducing intrusive memories, intrusion distress, and PTSD symptoms after traumatic images (Tyson et al., 2025).
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Results Timeline

FIGURE 5  Timeline of suppression and trauma findings; larger markers indicate more citations

The timeline generally shows an early focus on suppression-as-risk, followed by meta-analytic consolidation, then more recent work
separating habitual maladaptive suppression from trained inhibitory control. The main trajectory is toward nuance, not reversal
(Thompson et al., 2011; Seligowski et al., 2015; Mamat & Anderson, 2023).

Top Contributors

Type Name Papers

Author A. Nickerson [9764a34cdf045dc990584f6e9a0682c6][c76cd3964cd05645befe593a8f63fb53]

Author R. Bryant [9764a34cdf045dc990584f6e9a0682c6][c76cd3964cd05645befe593a8f63fb53]

Author L. Zoellner [ff3ef242728c5282851bc23edeeacc6f][5317012d1a5d555fa4a7def91e5867c4]

Journal Journal of Affective
Disorders

[e1bc3fcd16cf565881d3a83bc0a04d1f][ef11503b0ff35adc86ca26be6781dbf7]
[42bda33264cb50b5b512596476047442]

Journal Child Abuse & Neglect [11e2faa65e255ccdb8c603b76678a944][562b249a8e70559e82c2054cbbb7db30]
[ba540e1514b75f44888f1700909d0430]

Journal Behaviour Research and
Therapy

[ff3ef242728c5282851bc23edeeacc6f][830ff7f3533757349eef646fa2f44f8f]

FIGURE 6  Authors and journals appearing most in included papers

4. Discussion

The best-supported conclusion is that habitual emotional suppression and avoidance after trauma are associated with delayed or
exacerbated psychological distress. That conclusion rests on replicated meta-analytic evidence, large community and veteran
cohorts, and converging studies across trauma types (Seligowski et al., 2015; Littleton et al., 2007; Khan et al., 2021; García-Batista
et al., 2025). Mechanistically, the literature often frames suppression as interfering with emotional processing, maintaining intrusive
or fragmented trauma representations, and co-occurring with rumination, dissociation, and other maladaptive regulation patterns
(Garland & Roberts-Lewis, 2012; Bloomfield et al., 2021; Bishop et al., 2018).
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The physiological case is credible but weaker. High suppressors show greater prospective inflammatory increases after abuse in
one longitudinal study, and suppression is linked to somatic symptom burden in severe clinical samples (Jones et al., 2022;
Handelzalts et al., 2025). But physiological outcomes are measured in far fewer studies than psychological outcomes, and some
prospective main effects are null (Jones et al., 2022).

“Intellectualization” is the least directly studied construct in this corpus. Most papers operationalize adjacent processes such as
suppression, thought suppression, avoidance, denial, disengagement, dissociation, or reduced emotional engagement, so
conclusions about intellectualization are indirect rather than definitive (Littleton et al., 2007; Patronick et al., 2025; Thompson et al.,
2011). The closest evidence suggests that distancing or bypassing emotional processing can reduce acute distress yet leave trauma
insufficiently integrated, which is consistent with later symptoms (Bloomfield et al., 2021).

The main limitation is causality. Much of the field is cross-sectional, and suppression is also partly a symptom of distress rather than
only its cause (Panagou & MacBeth, 2022; Dawel et al., 2021). That matters because some people may suppress more because they
are already highly distressed. Even so, the longitudinal, meta-analytic, and comparative treatment literature still favors the view that
trauma-focused processing and flexible regulation outperform chronic bypass strategies for long-term recovery (Weis et al., 2021;
Coventry et al., 2020; Hoppen et al., 2024).

Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

Habitual suppression/avoidance after
trauma is linked to greater later
psychological distress

Strong

Supported by meta-analyses and
replication across multiple trauma-
exposed populations

(Seligowski et al., 2015;
Littleton et al., 2007;
García-Batista et al., 2025)

Suppression can impose delayed
physiological or somatic costs in some
trauma-exposed groups

Moderate

Longitudinal and clinical evidence
exists, but outcomes are fewer and
more mixed

(Jones et al., 2022;
Handelzalts et al., 2025)

Short-term suppression can sometimes
reduce immediate intrusions or distress

Moderate

Experimental studies show acute
benefits under specific tasks and
populations

(Nagulendran et al., 2020;
Dunn et al., 2009; Mamat
& Anderson, 2023)

Suppression training can improve
mental health when it strengthens
inhibitory control

Moderate

Promising but driven mainly by a
small recent experimental literature

(Mamat & Anderson,
2023; Mary et al., 2020)

Intellectualization specifically causes
delayed trauma distress

Weak

The corpus rarely measures
intellectualization directly;
inference comes from adjacent
constructs

(Littleton et al., 2007;
Patronick et al., 2025; Lee
et al., 2026)

FIGURE 7  Key claims and supporting evidence in included papers

5. Conclusion

Overall, the literature supports a qualified yes. Using emotional suppression or related bypass strategies after trauma is usually
associated with more delayed or exacerbated psychological distress, and there is moderate but less extensive evidence for
physiological and somatic costs. The most important nuance is that brief, intentional suppression under controlled conditions
can sometimes help, especially when it reflects strong inhibitory control rather than chronic avoidant coping (Mamat & Anderson,
2023; Mary et al., 2020).

Research Gaps

The largest gaps concern direct tests of intellectualization, longer physiological follow-up, and studies that separate acute adaptive
distancing from chronic maladaptive avoidance.
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Topic/Outcome
Study
design Physiology

Long-term follow-
up

Direct intellectualization
measure

PTSD symptoms 10 4 6 1

Anxiety and depression 8 2 5 1

Somatic symptoms 3 3 2 GAP

Acute experimental stress 6 4 2 GAP

Intellectualization/defensive
distancing

1 GAP GAP GAP

Open Research Questions

Longitudinal and mechanism-focused studies would most efficiently resolve the remaining uncertainty.

Question Why

When does acute emotional suppression after trauma function as
adaptive inhibitory control versus maladaptive avoidance?

This would explain why experiments sometimes show
benefits while observational trauma studies show worse
longer-term outcomes.

Does intellectualization independently predict PTSD, depression,
or somatic symptoms when measured separately from
suppression and dissociation?

The current corpus mostly infers intellectualization from
neighboring constructs, leaving its specific role unresolved.

Which physiological systems are most sensitive to chronic trauma-
related suppression over time?

Existing evidence suggests inflammatory and autonomic
effects, but prospective replication is sparse and
inconsistent.

In answer to the question asked: emotional suppression that bypasses trauma processing usually predicts worse later distress,
while evidence for intellectualization is plausible but still indirect.

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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