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Yes, psychological dissociation can be an adaptive defense during severe childhood
trauma, but often becomes maladaptive later.

1. Introduction

Psychological dissociation is best understood as a short-term protective response that often emerges under overwhelming
threat in childhood, especially when escape, caregiving protection, or emotional regulation are unavailable. Multiple
foundational reviews and empirical studies describe dissociation as a defense or survival response that helps children detach
from unbearable fear, pain, or conflict during abuse or neglect, while also showing that childhood trauma is consistently
associated with higher dissociation later in life (® Dalenberg et al., 2012; ® Schalinski et al., 2015; Ensink et al., 2017; Jowett et
al., 2021; Vonderlin et al., 2018).

That adaptive framing is only half of the literature. The same corpus repeatedly shows that persistent dissociation predicts
poorer integration of memory, identity, emotion regulation, attachment, and functioning, and is linked to more severe CPTSD,
psychosis-related symptoms, depression, distress, and revictimization (® Schalinski et al., 2015; Hyland et al., 2023; Pearce et
al., 2017; © Shim et al., 2024; ® Lahav et al., 2020).

The strongest consensus is therefore conditional rather than absolute: dissociation appears to be an initially protective
adaptation to overwhelming childhood trauma, particularly interpersonal and caregiver-related trauma, but it is not uniformly
triggered by trauma, is not explained by trauma alone, and often becomes a costly long-term coping style when generalized
beyond the original threat context (® Dalenberg et al., 2012; Vonderlin et al., 2018; ® Fung et al., 2023; Schulze et al., 2024).

Is psychological dissociation an adaptive protective mechanism triggered by severe childhood trauma? n - 20
- I

©® Yes 30% - Possibly 35% - @ Mixed 5% - @ No 30%

FIGURE 1 Consensus on dissociation as trauma-linked adaptive defense

The meter should read as a qualified yes, not an unqualified endorsement. The literature strongly supports a trauma-linked
protective function in the moment of overwhelming childhood threat, but it also strongly supports later impairment when
dissociation persists or becomes habitual (®» Dalenberg et al., 2012; ® Rafiq et al., 2018; = Shim et al., 2024).

2. Methods

This Deep Search ran over more than 170 million research papers indexed in Consensus, spanning Semantic Scholar, PubMed,
and other academic sources. The workflow identified 753,017 initially relevant papers, screened 240 with machine-learned
relevance filtering, retained 146 eligible papers after deduplication and thresholding, and included the 50 most relevant papers
for synthesis.
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Search Strategy
47M 1.8K 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 Search funnel from identification to included studies

The search combined trauma-model, defense-mechanism, neurobiological, developmental, critique, and subtype-focused
queries to test both adaptive and maladaptive framings.

3. Results

3.1 Key Papers

Three papers anchor this literature because they establish the trauma model, quantify the childhood trauma—dissociation
association, and define the adaptive-to-maladaptive transition most directly. A major review found strong empirical support that
trauma causes dissociation and that the link remains when fantasy proneness is controlled (® Dalenberg et al., 2012). A meta-
analysis of 65 studies showed higher dissociation after childhood abuse and neglect, especially with earlier onset, longer
duration, and parental abuse (Vonderlin et al., 2018). A meta-analysis in severe mental iliness similarly found a significant
association between childhood adversity and dissociation, while noting that an initially adaptive response may become
maladaptive over time (® Rafig et al., 2018).

Paper Summary

(® Rafig etal., 2018) Strong support for trauma model of dissociation ( ® Dalenberg et al., 2012)

(Sar et al., 2020) Earlier, longer, parental abuse predicts higher dissociation (Vonderlin et al., 2018)
(= Fung et al., 2024) Initial defense can become long-term impairment ( ® Rafiq et al., 2018)

FIGURE 3 Foundational papers anchoring the dissociation literature

3.2 Trauma Association

Across meta-analyses, national samples, adolescent cohorts, and cross-cultural studies, childhood trauma is consistently
associated with dissociation. This appears across clinical and nonclinical populations, across English- and Chinese-speaking
samples, and across multiple trauma types including abuse, neglect, and emotional maltreatment (® Dalenberg et al., 2012;
Fung et al., 2024; ® Fung et al., 2023; ® Laoide et al., 2018).

Severity matters. Earlier onset, longer duration, parental abuse, and cumulative adversity predict higher dissociation, and
emotionally neglectful or abusive environments appear especially important in several studies (Vonderlin et al., 2018;
Schalinski et al., 2015; Schalinski et al., 2016; ® Fung et al., 2023).

The link is robust but not deterministic. Childhood trauma explains only part of the variance in dissociation, and positive
childhood experiences, self-concept clarity, attachment, and mentalization appear to moderate or mediate who develops
persistent dissociation (® Lassri et al., 2022; ® Fung et al., 2023; ® Lassri et al., 2022; Li et al., 2023).
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3.3 Adaptive Versus Maladaptive

Dimension

Immediate
function

Threat context

Child survival

context

Emotional pain

Meaning-making

Short-Term Adaptive Framing

Detaches from overwhelming
distress

Useful when fight or flight fail

Preserves attachment while

dampening fear

Blocks unbearable affect

Can provide temporary relief

Long-Term Maladaptive
Framing

Impairs later integration and
recovery

Reappears automatically to
reminders

Distorts self, memory, and
relationships

Sustains depression and
distress pathways

Can foster denial-like PTG
narratives
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Citations

(® Rafig et al., 2018)

(® Schalinski et al., 2015)

(Jowett et al., 2021; Van Dijke et

al.,, 2018)

(® Shim et al.,, 2024)

(® Eliav & Lahav, 2023; ®
Lahav et al., 2020)

FIGURE 4 Short-term protective and long-term harmful dissociation patterns

The clearest synthesis is that dissociation tends to protect in the moment and harm over time. Several papers explicitly describe
dissociation as adaptive or protective during inescapable childhood threat, while others show that persistent dissociation
interferes with memory integration, emotional processing, reality appraisal, and treatment-relevant recovery processes (
Schalinski et al., 2015; Yoyen et al., 2024; ® Laoide et al., 2018; = Bloomfield et al., 2021).

3.4 Mechanisms and Correlates

Proposed mechanisms converge on fear regulation, attachment disruption, and impaired integration. Dissociation is framed as a
regulatory response to extreme emotion with measurable biological correlates, a shutdown response within the defense
cascade, and a strategy that lets a child maintain proximity to a frightening caregiver while distancing from intolerable affect (
Dalenberg et al., 2012; ® Schalinski et al., 2015; Jowett et al., 2021).

Neurobiological studies support distinct correlates rather than mere metaphor. Trauma-related dissociation is associated with
altered functional connectivity and prefrontal-limbic patterns, and one adolescent CSA sample linked depersonalization-
derealization and identity alteration to thicker left prefrontal cortex, interpreted as potentially neuro-protective through
adolescence (Lebois et al., 2020; = Von Schréder et al., 2025; © Mutluer et al., 2018).

At the same time, persistent dissociation predicts worse later outcomes. In the large AURORA longitudinal study, derealization
at two weeks after trauma predicted worse three-month posttraumatic stress symptoms independent of childhood
maltreatment history and current PTSD symptoms (® Lebois et al., 2022).
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Results Timeline
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FIGURE 5 Timeline of dissociation research; larger markers indicate more citations

The arc runs from early adaptive-defense theories to meta-analytic confirmation of the trauma link and then to mechanistic,
neurobiological, and subtype work. Recent studies increasingly treat dissociation as both a context-sensitive survival response
and a marker of more severe later psychopathology (® Dalenberg et al., 2012; Vonderlin et al., 2018; Wang et al., 2024).

Top Contributors

Type Name Papers

Author V. Sar [ad6ddbcic7c45fd1a3cd86fc8f47f8e7][e3f9a3c762905dbcafla20aa88caa668]
[ce1a570557465399b992c50¢31f43b4 3]

Author Martin H. Teicher [52a4d8956b5b57d6838e31447927bf15][25ed8b5c8fea5803a73ac675bb50d0f5]

Author K. Berry [c893d74ccf3a573f99666db598af8fcd][2c8eeac058595e4aabaf5736fdfebalal

Journal Journal of Trauma & [lcde4ac6e60452f08e88f330a0067954][5e18619ca00a5a45a80c61519ecab5bal
Dissociation [7051c7f247405b8da3ffcd2565aed4fc][c8f7a0d3c0715100944882c55051a736)

Journal The American Journal [bf6585a3d2a558119f0658033546f757][a0b65d563d485e0a8366e8e9b07cfab2]
of Psychiatry

Journal Psychological [1a66cc9430135¢c3ba5d1e57973483d64][f6d0db6e28b353b6a241282483e52319]
Medicine

FIGURE 6 Authors and journals most frequent in included papers

4. Discussion

The evidence that severe childhood trauma is associated with dissociation is strong. It rests on a major review directly
contrasting trauma and fantasy models, a 65-study meta-analysis in abuse and neglect, a 30-study meta-analysis in severe
mental iliness, and repeated findings across children, adolescents, adults, community samples, and clinical samples (
Dalenberg et al., 2012; Vonderlin et al., 2018; ® Rafiq et al., 2018; © Fung et al., 2024).
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# Consensus

The evidence that dissociation is adaptive in the immediate sense is moderate-to-strong, but it is more theory-heavy and
mechanistic than experimentally demonstrable. Several papers explicitly call dissociation a defense, survival strategy, or
protective function under inescapable threat, especially when fight or flight are impossible or when the caregiver is also the
source of danger (® Schalinski et al., 2015; Jowett et al., 2021; ® Villarroel et al., 2021; © Von Schréder et al., 2025).

The evidence that persistent dissociation becomes maladaptive is also strong. Dissociation mediates links from childhood
trauma to CPTSD, psychotic experiences, depression, behavior problems, emotion dysregulation, and maladaptive schemas,
and higher dissociation marks more severe CPTSD and poorer functioning (Jowett et al., 2021; = Bloomfield et al., 2021;
Shim et al., 2024; Hébert et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2024).

The main limitations are causal inference and heterogeneity. Much of the literature is cross-sectional, many studies rely on
retrospective self-report, dissociation is multidimensional, and trauma is neither necessary nor sufficient on its own to produce
chronic dissociation (= Bloomfield et al., 2021; = Shim et al., 2024; = Fung et al., 2024; ® Fung et al., 2023).

Evidence
Claim Strength Reasoning Papers
Childhood trauma is consistently Supported by major review (® Dalenberg et al., 2012;
associated with later dissociation. . and multiple meta-analyses Vonderlin et al., 2018;
t . .
rong across populations. Rafiq et al., 2018)
Dissociation can function as a short- Repeated theoretical and (® Dalenberg et al., 2012;
term protective defense during empirical framing, but limited Schalinski et al., 2015;
. . Moderat . . .
overwhelming childhood trauma. oderate direct causal testing. Laoide et al., 2018)
Persistent dissociation often becomes Replicated mediator and (Jowett et al., 2021;
maladaptive and predicts greater severity findings across Shim et al., 2024; ®
Strong

psychopathology.

Severe childhood trauma uniformly
triggers dissociation in most exposed

several disorders.

Evidence does not support
uniformity; moderators and

Lebois et al., 2022)

(® Lassrietal., 2022; ®
Fung et al., 2023; ® Lassri

: Weak .

children. ee resilience factors matter. etal., 2022)

Neurobiological adaptations partly Brain-imaging evidence is (Lebois et al., 2020;

explain trauma-related dissociation. suggestive and growing, but Mutluer et al., 2018; © Von
Moderate

still limited. Schréder et al., 2025)

FIGURE 7 Key claims and supporting evidence in the corpus

5. Conclusion

The literature supports a qualified yes: psychological dissociation appears to be an adaptive protective response that can be
triggered by severe childhood trauma, particularly interpersonal, inescapable, and caregiver-related trauma. The same literature
also shows that this short-term adaptation often carries long-term costs when it becomes persistent, generalized, or
entrenched.

Research Gaps

The largest gap is not whether trauma and dissociation are linked, but when an acute protective response becomes chronic

pathology, for whom, and through which mechanisms. Longitudinal developmental studies, subtype-specific work, and

stronger causal designs remain limited despite growing neurobiological and cross-cultural evidence (= Bloomfield et al., 2021;
Fung et al., 2024; Van Dijke et al., 2018).
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Topic/Outcome Prospective data
Acute protective dissociation
Childhood trauma timing effects

Dissociation in CPTSD subtypes

Cross-cultural moderators

Open Research Questions

Mechanism
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Treatment prediction

Subtype specificity

Answering these questions would clarify whether dissociation is best framed as a transient defense, a developmental

adaptation, or an early marker of later disorder.

Question

When does adaptive peri-traumatic dissociation become
persistent maladaptive dissociation after childhood
trauma?

Which protective factors most reduce chronic dissociation
after severe childhood abuse or neglect?

Do different dissociation subtypes have distinct
neurobiological and clinical trajectories after

Why

This would identify the transition point most relevant for
prevention, prognosis, and early intervention.

Moderators such as positive experiences, self-concept clarity,
and mentalization appear promising but remain incompletely
tested.

Detachment, shutdown, body dissociation, and identity
symptoms may not share the same mechanisms or outcomes.

developmental trauma?

In answer to the question asked: dissociation is supported as an adaptive protective mechanism triggered by severe childhood
trauma, but the evidence just as strongly shows that it often becomes maladaptive if it persists.

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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