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Yes, active avoidance usually predicts more distress; deliberate suppression is mixed and
depends on control capacity.

Trauma research does not support a single answer for all forms of suppression or avoidance. Across meta-analyses, cohort
studies, experiments, and neurocognitive work, avoidance coping, experiential avoidance, and expressive or chronic thought
suppression are generally associated with higher PTSD symptoms, depression, anxiety, and broader distress after trauma
(Littleton et al., 2007; Seligowski et al., 2015; Thompson et al., 2011). Emotional numbing is also tightly linked to trauma-related
psychopathology and often travels with avoidance symptoms, though numbing is not simply identical to all forms of suppression
(McNally et al., 2003; Putica et al., 2020; Kashdan & Kane, 2011).

A key distinction runs through the literature: active avoidance of reminders and maladaptive coping attempts to push trauma
out of awareness often maintain distress, whereas successful inhibitory control over intrusive retrieval can sometimes reduce
distress and intrusions in healthy or resilient individuals (Mary et al., 2020; Gagnepain et al., 2017). In PTSD and other high-
distress states, suppression attempts are more likely to fail or rebound, which helps explain why the same broad label can look
harmful in clinical studies but partly adaptive in laboratory memory-control studies (Stramaccia et al., 2020; Beck et al., 2006).

Does the deliberate suppression or active avoidance of traumatic memories lead to emotional numbing and increased

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, avoidance, and trauma distress

The meter should read as mostly yes for active avoidance, but mixed for deliberate suppression. The strongest quantitative
evidence links avoidance-related strategies to worse symptoms, while experimental memory-suppression studies show that
when suppression is successful, it can blunt affect and reduce intrusions rather than worsen them (Littleton et al., 2007;
Gagnepain et al., 2017; Stramaccia et al., 2020).

1. Introduction

Trauma survivors often try to control distress by avoiding reminders, pushing away thoughts, suppressing emotions, or
disengaging from traumatic memories. The literature consistently treats these as related but not interchangeable processes.
PTSD diagnostic and mechanistic models place avoidance and emotional numbing among core features of the disorder
(McNally et al., 2003; Elhai et al., 2011; Forbes et al., 2011). Meta-analytic evidence shows that avoidance coping correlates
moderately with post-trauma distress, and thought suppression and experiential avoidance show medium associations with
posttraumatic stress symptoms across varied trauma types and samples (Littleton et al., 2007; Seligowski et al., 2015).

At the same time, the memory-control literature complicates the picture. In healthy participants and some trauma-exposed
resilient groups, intentionally stopping retrieval can reduce later recall, lower arousal, and dampen emotional responses to
aversive memories (Gagnepain et al., 2017; Nishiyama & Saito, 2022; Mary et al., 2020). By contrast, PTSD is often marked by
impaired suppression ability, more avoidance of reminders, and paradoxical rebounds when suppression attempts fail (Catarino
et al., 2015; Leone et al., 2022; Beck et al., 2006). The central question is therefore not simply whether “suppression” is good or
bad, but which kind, in whom, and under what conditions.

2. Methods

The search ran over more than 170 million research papers indexed in Consensus, drawing from Semantic Scholar, PubMed, and
other sources. The workflow identified 138,449 initially relevant papers, then expanded through citation crawling and targeted
searches on thought suppression, experiential avoidance, emotional numbing, memory control, and trauma mechanisms. After
machine-assisted relevance screening, 186 papers were retained as eligible and the top 50 were included for synthesis.
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Search Strategy

19M 2.1K 50
> >
Retrieved Eligible Included
Q 22 searches Papers meeting relevance and quality criteria, Top papers selected to be included in the final
after deduplication analysis

L9 1citation graph use

All papers retrieved from 22 searches and 1

citation graph use.

FIGURE 2 Deep search screening and inclusion flow

The strategy combined foundational PTSD theory, alternate terminology, mechanistic work, contrastive adaptive-suppression
studies, and diverse trauma-exposed populations.

3. Results

3.1 Key Papers

Three papers anchor the corpus because they define the strongest quantitative and mechanistic claims. The 2007 coping meta-
analysis establishes the broad association between avoidance and distress, the 2015 emotion-regulation meta-analysis quantifies
thought suppression and experiential avoidance links to PTSD symptoms, and the 2020 Science study clarifies why successful
memory suppression can differ from maladaptive avoidance in trauma adaptation (Littleton et al., 2007; Seligowski et al., 2015;
Mary et al., 2020).

Paper Summary

(McNally et al., 2003) Avoidance coping linked to distress, r = .37 (Littleton et al., 2007)

(Nishiyama & Saito, 2022) Thought suppression and experiential avoidance tied to PTS (Seligowski et al., 2015)
(Forbes et al., 2011) PTSD marked by impaired adaptive suppression capacity (Mary et al., 2020)

FIGURE 3 Foundational papers anchoring the included corpus

3.2 Avoidance, Numbing, And Distress

Across trauma literatures, avoidance-oriented coping predicts worse adjustment more reliably than better adjustment. A meta-
analysis of 39 studies found a consistent avoidance-distress association of r = .37, with no overall protective effect for approach
coping (Littleton et al., 2007). A separate meta-analysis found medium associations of PTSD symptoms with thought
suppression (r = .47) and experiential avoidance (r = .40), with smaller but still significant effects for expressive suppression (r =
.29) (Seligowski et al., 2015).

This pattern repeats in diverse populations. Experiential avoidance correlated with distress and posttraumatic symptomatology
beyond other psychological measures (Plumb et al., 2004). In war survivors, PTSD, social anxiety, and depression were each
associated with greater experiential avoidance and worse quality of life (Kashdan et al., 2008). In veterans, avoidant coping was
associated with adverse long-term outcomes and linked to negative affect PTSD symptoms decades after trauma (Korem et al.,
2023).
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3.3 Deliberate Suppression Is Not One Thing

Dimension

Typical context

Immediate

effect

Memory effect

Relation to
PTSD

Clinical
implication

Maladaptive
Suppression/Avoidance

PTSD, distress, chronic coping

Can rebound thoughts and
distress

Preserves trace through
monitoring

Associated with symptom
maintenance

Avoidance blocks
updating/extinction

Successful Retrieval
Suppression

Laboratory control, resilient
groups

Can reduce affect and arousal

Causes forgetting of
suppressed material

Deficient in PTSD and
intrusive disorders

Control may help if capacity is
intact

FIGURE 4 Contrasting maladaptive avoidance with successful memory control
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Citations

(Stramaccia et al., 2020; Mary et
al., 2020)

(Beck et al., 2006; Nishiyama &
Saito, 2022)

(Leone et al., 2022; Stramaccia et
al., 2020)

(Thompson et al., 2011;
Stramaccia et al., 2020)

(Mary et al., 2020)

The cleanest divide in the corpus is between chronic coping-style suppression and successful inhibitory retrieval stopping.

Successful suppression of unpleasant intrusions reduced emotional responses and involved parallel downregulation of

hippocampus and amygdala (Gagnepain et al., 2017). Direct suppression also reduced later arousal to aversive memories,

although this effect weakened as anxious or depressive symptoms increased (Nishiyama & Saito, 2022).

3.4 When Suppression Backfires

In distressed or clinical samples, deliberate suppression often fails. After motor vehicle accidents, deliberate thought suppression

produced a rebound in trauma-related thoughts and this rebound tracked increases in negative affect, anxiety, and distress (Beck

et al., 2006). High negative affect participants instructed to suppress emotions while recounting distressing personal memories

showed an ironic increase in negative emotions relative to no-instruction controls (Dalgleish et al., 2009).

Mechanistic work explains why. In PTSD, proactive avoidance preserves the trauma memory trace and monitoring the avoided

representation can increase rebounds and persistence of trauma-related memories (Leone et al., 2022). Trauma-exposed people

with PTSD show poorer suppression-induced forgetting and disrupted frontal control signals, and more severe deficits track
worse PTSD symptoms (Catarino et al., 2015; Sullivan et al., 2019).

Results Timeline

Trauma-memory research has moved from symptom description to mechanistic differentiation.
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FIGURE 5 Timeline of suppression and trauma findings, larger markers indicate more citations
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2 18

2020 2022

The timeline shows an early focus on PTSD symptom clusters and ironic rebound effects, followed by meta-analytic

consolidation of avoidance-related harms, and then more recent mechanistic work distinguishing adaptive inhibitory control from
maladaptive avoidance (McNally et al., 2003; Dalgleish et al., 2009; Mary et al., 2020).

Top Contributors

Across this corpus, Michael C. Anderson and Pierre Gagnepain are the most visible authors on memory-control mechanisms,

while Journal of Affective Disorders, Behaviour Research and Therapy, and Journal of Traumatic Stress appear frequently among

included studies.

Type

Author

Author

Author

Journal

Journal

Journal

Name

Michael C.
Anderson

Pierre Gagnepain

T. Kashdan

Journal of
Affective
Disorders

Behaviour
Research and
Therapy

Journal of
Traumatic Stress

Papers

[96316b6d689f58b4aabb55f5e6979f05][74042135e7a95fa2a22b7f8fa5dec403]
[c3f1a45f74e158d8846a048c91afabd1][2850da64b4db5487a501eff89b0478b1]

[96316b6d689f58b4aabb55f5e6979f05][27084e742ea0510fadcddf5459281e3a]
[de89113d10ef520f816d759d4bf8fb4c]

[08763fe8e5b75e6da39bdc10c5ccdfdf][6a27¢c89f8bd65a31a7f4285831e1df55)

[74042135e7a95fa2a22b7f8fa5dec403][357ace5a11905778810df076b9f3ffc2]
[88b50735ea675524ba0a78b4e8209ef7][8bac046cfb5359a5ad6bacded352b225]
[a4174015dbab5751a3899d0512a1bd37]

[830ff7f3533757349eef646fa2f4418f][ff3ef242728c5282851bc23edeeacc6f]

[26cc002b75fb524cbb2576d22f791a6e][1212ebec29375951a5ab891c3f014071]
[b99b7e47f70a57709d6e596365beb7a7]

FIGURE 6 Authors and journals appearing most often in corpus
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# Consensus

4. Discussion

The strongest consensus is that active avoidance is generally maladaptive after trauma. This conclusion rests on multiple meta-
analyses, large observational studies, and reviews spanning interpersonal violence, war, injury, psychosis, veterans, and non-
PTSD medical populations (Littleton et al., 2007; Seligowski et al., 2015; Baziliansky & Cohen, 2020). Avoidance appears to
interfere with integrating traumatic experiences into autobiographical memory and with extinction or updating of trauma-related
beliefs (Korem et al., 2023; Leone et al., 2022).

The evidence for emotional numbing is more nuanced. Numbing is clearly a central PTSD dimension and can mediate links
between trauma and later symptoms such as hallucinations (Hardy et al., 2016; Bloomfield et al., 2021). But numbing is not merely
a synonym for suppression. Neural review evidence suggests PTSD-related emotional numbing and alexithymia are partly distinct
constructs, and broader experiential avoidance extends beyond core PTSD avoidance-numbing symptoms (Putica et al., 2020;

Kashdan & Kane, 2011).

The biggest caveat is conceptual heterogeneity. “Suppression” can mean expressive suppression, thought suppression,

experiential avoidance, or retrieval suppression in a think/no-think task. These do not behave the same way. Laboratory

retrieval suppression can reduce intrusions and affect in people with intact inhibitory control (Gagnepain et al., 2017; Nishiyama &

Saito, 2022). Yet in PTSD, suppression capacity is often compromised, and unsuccessful attempts can strengthen rehearsal,
trigger rebound, and exacerbate distress (Stramaccia et al., 2020; Beck et al., 2006).

These distinctions matter clinically. Trauma-focused work often aims not to force disclosure immediately, but to reduce

maladaptive avoidance while safely processing trauma memories and building tolerance for distress (McNally et al., 2003;

Ishikawa et al., 2022). For personal decisions about symptoms or treatment, a licensed clinician should guide care.

Evidence
Claim Strength Reasoning Papers
Active avoidance after trauma is Multiple meta-analyses and broad (Littleton et al., 2007;
associated with greater < replication across populations. Seligowski et al., 2015;
. . t

psychological distress. rong Thompson et al., 2011)
Thought suppression and Medium effect sizes and repeated (Seligowski et al., 2015;
experiential avoidance are cross-sample associations. Amstadter & Vernon, 2008;

. . St
associated with PTSD symptoms. rong Thompson et al., 2011)
Deliberate suppression can Experimental and mechanistic (Gagnepain et al., 2017;
reduce distress when inhibitory ; support, but mainly laboratory- Nishiyama & Saito, 2022;

.. M t
control is intact. oderate based. Mary et al., 2020)
In PTSD or high distress, Supported by experiments and (Beck et al., 2006; Catarino
suppression attempts often Vo neurocognitive studies, but context- et al., 2015; Leone et al.,
oderate

backfire or fail.

Suppression directly causes
emotional numbing over time.

FIGURE 7 Key claims and supporting evidence in corpus

Weak

dependent.

Numbing is associated with
avoidance, but causal evidence is
limited and constructs differ.
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5. Conclusion

Overall, deliberate suppression or active avoidance of traumatic memories does appear to relate to emotional numbing and
increased psychological distress, but the answer is strongest for active avoidance and weaker, more conditional, for deliberate
suppression. Chronic avoidance, experiential avoidance, and expressive or thought suppression usually track worse outcomes,
while successful retrieval suppression can reduce distress in some people with intact control capacity (Korem et al., 2023; Moore
et al., 2008; Hulbert & Anderson, 2018).

Research Gaps

The main gap is causal precision: the field still struggles to separate harmful avoidance from adaptive inhibitory control,
especially outside laboratory paradigms.

Mechanistic lab Longitudinal Clinical PTSD Diverse non-Western
Topic/Outcome studies causality samples populations

Active avoidance and

distress
Emotional numbing
4 2 2

pathways
Retrieval suppression 9 1
capacity
T -f d

rauma-focuse 5 3 2

interventions

Open Research Questions

Future work needs to test when suppression is protective versus pathogenic, and whether training memory control can help
without strengthening avoidance.

Question Why

When does retrieval suppression reduce intrusions This would separate adaptive inhibitory control from coping styles
without reinforcing maladaptive avoidance in trauma that preserve trauma memories and worsen long-term symptoms.
survivors?

Does improving memory-control capacity enhance Mechanistic studies suggest impaired control is central in PTSD,
trauma treatment outcomes in PTSD? but treatment trials directly testing this remain sparse.

How do emotional numbing, alexithymia, and experiential These constructs overlap clinically but appear partly distinct
avoidance diverge over time after trauma? neurally and may require different intervention targets.

So, to the question asked: active avoidance generally predicts more numbing and distress, whereas deliberate suppression
has mixed effects and depends heavily on whether suppression is successful or impaired.

These search results were found and analyzed using Consensus, an Al-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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