


Yes, low ambiguity tolerance increases psychological distress; evidence for cognitive
dissonance is indirect, not well tested.

1. Introduction

Low tolerance for ambiguity or uncertainty is consistently associated with higher psychological distress across medical trainees,
healthcare workers, students, trauma-exposed groups, cancer populations, and community samples (Hancock & Mattick, 2019; 
Lally & Cantillon, 2014; Beck & Daniels, 2022;  Yehene et al., 2024;  Gibson et al., 2023). Longitudinal and review evidence
supports this as more than a one-off correlation: intolerance of uncertainty prospectively predicts anxiety, and lower tolerance of
ambiguity in newly qualified doctors tracks later stress and anxiety, although effect sizes are usually modest and most studies remain
observational (Sahib et al., 2024;  Hancock et al., 2025;  Rosser, 2018). Mechanistically, the literature repeatedly links low
ambiguity tolerance to maladaptive coping, experiential avoidance, rumination, emotion regulation difficulties, and psychological
inflexibility, which in turn predict distress (Sahib et al., 2023; Sahib et al., 2024;  Zhang et al., 2025;  Kennedy et al., 2021; 
Bardeen & Fergus, 2016).

The evidence for rigid dichotomous or absolutist thinking is narrower but points in the same direction. Absolutist language strongly
marks anxiety, depression, and suicidal ideation, and dichotomous thinking appears linked to anxiety in some populations, often
through intolerance of uncertainty rather than as an independent direct driver (Al-Mosaiwi & Johnstone, 2018; Shi & Hirai, 2024). By
contrast, the specific claim that these traits significantly increase cognitive dissonance is only weakly supported in this corpus:
cognitive dissonance is well established as psychological discomfort, but the corpus does not directly test whether ambiguity
intolerance or dichotomous thinking heightens dissonance arousal itself (  Elliot & Devine, 1994).

Does a low tolerance for ambiguity and rigid dichotomous thinking significantly increase cognitive dissonance and
psychological distress?

N = 25

23 2

Yes 92% · Possibly 8% · Mixed 0% · No 0%

FIGURE 1  Research consensus on ambiguity tolerance and distress

The meter should read as strong support for psychological distress, but only limited direct support for cognitive dissonance. Most
included studies test distress outcomes explicitly, whereas dissonance enters mainly through theory and adjacent evidence on
discomfort, avoidance, and rigidity (Tsang, 2019; Iannello et al., 2017;  Elliot & Devine, 1994).

2. Methods

The search ran across more than 170 million research papers indexed in Consensus, drawing from Semantic Scholar, PubMed, and
other scientific sources. The workflow identified 14,899 initially relevant records for the main query, expanded through targeted
terminology and mechanism searches, and then screened 240 high-relevance papers after machine-learned filtering. From these, 182
unique papers passed the relevance threshold and the top 50 were included for full synthesis.

The search strategy combined foundational theory, terminology variants such as intolerance of uncertainty and dichotomous thinking,
mechanism-focused searches on distress and dissonance, contrasting perspectives, and applied-context studies spanning clinical,
occupational, educational, and trauma settings.
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Search Strategy

17.4M

Retrieved

22 searches

1 citation graph use

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

2.4K

Eligible

Papers meeting relevance and quality criteria,
after deduplication

50

Included

Top papers selected to be included in the final
analysis

FIGURE 2  Search and screening flow for included studies

The corpus emphasized human studies linking ambiguity intolerance, rigidity, coping, and distress across both foundational and
applied literatures.

3. Results

3.1 Key Papers

Several papers anchor this literature because they synthesize broad bodies of evidence or provide especially clear empirical tests of
the central association. The strongest anchors are a systematic review in medical training, a causal-precedence review of intolerance
of uncertainty, and a large meta-analysis on emotion regulation mechanisms (Hancock & Mattick, 2019;  Rosser, 2018; Sahib et al.,
2023).

Paper Summary

(Hancock & Mattick, 2019) All 11 included studies linked lower ambiguity tolerance to poorer well-being (Hancock & Mattick, 2019)

(Iannello et al., 2017) Causal support strongest for anxiety-related difficulties, weaker for other outcomes (  Rosser, 2018)

(  Rosser, 2018) IU shows moderate links to maladaptive and adaptive emotion regulation (Sahib et al., 2023)

FIGURE 3  Key papers anchoring the included literature

3.2 Psychological Distress

Across settings, low ambiguity tolerance predicts stress, anxiety, depression, burnout, or general distress rather than one single
narrow symptom cluster. Medical students with psychological distress had markedly higher intolerance of uncertainty scores than
nondistressed peers, and a systematic review found this association in all 11 included studies of doctors and medical students (  Lally
& Cantillon, 2014; Hancock & Mattick, 2019).

Dimension Population A Population B Population C Citations

Outcome linked
to low tolerance

GHQ distress Anxiety/depression Burnout/depression (  Lally & Cantillon, 2014;
 Gao & Li, 2024; 

Tamura et al., 2025)

Setting Medical students Chinese students Physical therapists (  Lally & Cantillon, 2014;
 Gao & Li, 2024; 

Tamura et al., 2025)

2 / 8

https://consensus.app/?utm_source=consensus_pdf_export
https://consensus.app/?utm_source=consensus_pdf_export
https://consensus.app/?utm_source=consensus_pdf_export
https://consensus.app/?utm_source=consensus_pdf_export


Dimension Population A Population B Population C Citations

Direction Higher IU, more
distress

Lower MH, higher DER More burnout and
depressive symptoms

(  Lally & Cantillon, 2014;
 Gao & Li, 2024; 

Tamura et al., 2025)

Time pattern Cross-sectional Cross-sectional
mediation

Cross-sectional
regression

(  Lally & Cantillon, 2014;
 Gao & Li, 2024; 

Tamura et al., 2025)

Caveat Ambiguity scale null
in one modified
measure

Mediation suggests
mechanism

Moral absolutism not
significant

(Hancock & Mattick, 2019;
 Gao & Li, 2024; 

Tamura et al., 2025)

FIGURE 4  Distress findings across representative populations

The main inconsistency is not whether distress is involved, but which distress outcome is strongest. Some studies find clearer links to
anxiety than to depression, and a lifespan study found age differences in intolerance of uncertainty without that trait fully explaining
age differences in depression or anxiety (Sahib et al., 2024; Okayama et al., 2024).

3.3 Mechanisms

The best-supported mediators are maladaptive coping, emotion regulation problems, and psychological inflexibility. A meta-analysis
of 91 studies found moderate positive links between intolerance of uncertainty and maladaptive emotion regulation and moderate
inverse links with adaptive regulation (Sahib et al., 2023). Longitudinal evidence showed greater intolerance of uncertainty predicted
maladaptive strategies such as rumination and reassurance-seeking, with rumination mediating later anxiety and depression (Sahib et
al., 2024).

Experiential avoidance and inflexibility also appear central. In advanced cancer, intolerance of uncertainty showed both direct and
indirect relationships with anxiety and depressive symptoms through experiential avoidance (  Panjwani et al., 2023). In people with
a missing loved one, psychological inflexibility mediated associations between intolerance of uncertainty and distress, prolonged
grief, and posttraumatic stress (  Kennedy et al., 2021).

Need for closure may connect ambiguity intolerance to rigid, stress-amplifying cognition. Among Chinese university students,
tolerance for ambiguity negatively predicted stress and anxiety, with overall need for cognitive closure fully mediating the association
(Zuo, 2023).

3.4 Rigid Thinking And Dissonance

Rigid dichotomous thinking is less directly studied than uncertainty intolerance. In a large text analysis, anxiety, depression, and
suicidal ideation forums used more absolutist words than controls, and the authors argued this pattern may reflect a vulnerability
factor rather than just current distress (Al-Mosaiwi & Johnstone, 2018). In a non-clinical autism-traits study, intolerance of uncertainty
mediated associations with both anxiety and dichotomous thinking, but anxiety and dichotomous thinking were not directly
associated (Shi & Hirai, 2024).

For cognitive dissonance, the corpus supports a narrower claim: dissonance is a form of psychological discomfort that can drive
avoidance of counterattitudinal information (  Elliot & Devine, 1994; Tsang, 2019). Some applied work suggests ambiguity-intolerant
individuals may respond to complex situations with black-and-white reasoning and heightened stress, which is compatible with
greater dissonance sensitivity, but this remains inferential rather than directly tested (Iannello et al., 2017).
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Results Timeline

FIGURE 5  Timeline of key findings; larger markers indicate more citations

Top Contributors

Type Name Papers

Author J. Hancock [e173717e03215a918cd8a52e967c803a][316a0be45f7c582388b38181db93da76]
[a6a08cfa82465bc99abbb338f7934b24]

Author Benjamin A. Rosser [ee2ea11731ab52468876752306bc20d7][fb50ade71513575ba3f1eb775a31608d]

Author J. Daniels [2507a78f2176584f8f07e4d66f9fb00e][dbf55284740552aa85398e6de122dd12]

Journal Medical Education [e173717e03215a918cd8a52e967c803a][316a0be45f7c582388b38181db93da76]
[a6a08cfa82465bc99abbb338f7934b24]

Journal Clinical Psychology Review [c7c9916688ed5de4a78a426a396d118d][1175f2ec3dc15b54b676ec6c84894b56]

Journal Journal of Contextual
Behavioral Science

[819395f9131e5c8a81c5831071f9fd97][fe60333a6559534e87b37d4ac1fcc4f4]
[9b6389e34aed58c6bf649398eff48cce]

FIGURE 6  Authors and journals appearing most in corpus

4. Discussion

The strongest conclusion is that low tolerance for ambiguity or uncertainty is a robust transdiagnostic correlate of psychological
distress. This pattern replicates across systematic reviews, occupational studies, student samples, trauma-related contexts, pandemic
cohorts, and physical health populations (Hancock & Mattick, 2019;  Cohen et al., 2022;  Reizer et al., 2021; Beck & Daniels, 2022;

 Gibson et al., 2023). The association also extends beyond anxiety alone to burnout, depression, compassion fatigue, grief-related
symptoms, and psychotic symptoms such as paranoia, though the latter areas are less mature and sometimes mixed (  Hancock et
al., 2025;  Tamura et al., 2025; Morriss et al., 2024).

The main strength of the corpus is breadth and mechanistic convergence. Different literatures repeatedly implicate threat appraisals,
maladaptive coping, experiential avoidance, inflexibility, and rumination as pathways from uncertainty intolerance to distress (  Taha
et al., 2014;  Rettie & Daniels, 2020;  Zhang et al., 2025;  Panjwani et al., 2023;  Kennedy et al., 2021). This convergence
makes the overall distress claim stronger than any single study design would allow.
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The main weakness is construct overlap and limited causal leverage. Reviews note heterogeneous measures, frequent cross-sectional
designs, and fragmented use of ambiguity, uncertainty, closure, and related scales (Hancock & Mattick, 2019; Rosen et al., 2014).
Evidence for rigid dichotomous thinking as an independent causal factor is thinner, and one recent rehabilitation study found moral
absolutism was not associated with well-being measures even when discomfort with ambiguity was (  Tamura et al., 2025).

Most importantly, the corpus does not directly demonstrate that ambiguity intolerance or dichotomous thinking significantly
increases cognitive dissonance itself. It supports an adjacent model in which these traits amplify threat perception, discomfort, and
avoidance in ambiguous situations, which could plausibly intensify dissonance reduction behaviors, but that remains a hypothesis
rather than a settled finding (Tanovic et al., 2018; Tsang, 2019; McGrath, 2017).

Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

Low ambiguity or uncertainty
tolerance is associated with higher
psychological distress.

Strong

Replicated across reviews and many
populations, but mostly observational.

(Hancock & Mattick, 2019;
 Gibson et al., 2023; Beck

& Daniels, 2022)

The association is especially clear
for anxiety-related outcomes.

Strong

Longitudinal and review evidence
consistently points to anxiety.

(Sahib et al., 2024; 
Rosser, 2018;  Taha et al.,
2014)

Maladaptive coping, rumination,
and inflexibility mediate distress
risk.

Moderate

Strong mechanistic convergence across
meta-analytic and applied studies.

(Sahib et al., 2023; Sahib et
al., 2024;  Kennedy et al.,
2021)

Rigid dichotomous or absolutist
thinking is linked to distress
vulnerability.

Moderate

Supported, but with fewer direct tests
and some indirect operationalizations.

(Al-Mosaiwi & Johnstone,
2018; Shi & Hirai, 2024)

Low ambiguity tolerance
significantly increases cognitive
dissonance.

Weak

Dissonance discomfort is established,
but direct tests of this specific pathway
are lacking.

(  Elliot & Devine, 1994;
Tsang, 2019; Iannello et al.,
2017)

FIGURE 7  Key claims and evidence across included studies

5. Conclusion

The literature supports a clear yes for psychological distress: people who tolerate ambiguity and uncertainty poorly tend to report
more stress, anxiety, depression, burnout, and related symptoms across many contexts (Hancock & Mattick, 2019; Beck & Daniels,
2022;  Tamura et al., 2025). The evidence is weaker for rigid dichotomous thinking as a separate driver, and weaker still for the
specific claim about cognitive dissonance, which is mostly inferred rather than directly tested (Shi & Hirai, 2024;  Tamura et al.,
2025;  Elliot & Devine, 1994).

Research Gaps

The clearest gaps are direct dissonance studies, better separation of overlapping constructs, and more longitudinal and experimental
work across diverse populations.

Topic/Outcome
Experimental
evidence

Longitudinal
evidence

Direct dissonance
measures

Distinct rigidity
measures

Psychological distress 6 4 GAP 5

Anxiety 5 4 GAP 3
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Topic/Outcome
Experimental
evidence

Longitudinal
evidence

Direct dissonance
measures

Distinct rigidity
measures

Depression 3 3 GAP 2

Burnout and work
stress

1 2 GAP 2

Cognitive dissonance 1 GAP 1 1

Open Research Questions

Future work should test whether the discomfort of uncertainty and the discomfort of inconsistency are the same process or parallel
ones.

Question Why

Does intolerance of ambiguity prospectively increase
experimentally induced cognitive dissonance responses?

This would directly test the main unresolved claim instead of
inferring it from adjacent distress and avoidance findings.

Does dichotomous thinking predict distress after controlling for
intolerance of uncertainty and psychological inflexibility?

Current studies often blur overlapping constructs, making
independent effects of rigid thinking hard to isolate.

Which interventions reduce distress most effectively by
increasing ambiguity tolerance versus reducing avoidance?

Intervention studies exist, but mechanisms of benefit remain
unclear across educational, clinical, and occupational settings.

Low tolerance for ambiguity clearly increases psychological distress, but its effect on cognitive dissonance remains plausible rather
than established.

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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