


Yes, interpersonal stressors trigger stress responses that often impair cognitive flexibility
and can disrupt neuroplasticity.

1. Introduction

Interpersonal objectification and coercive control appear capable of triggering psychological stress responses that inhibit
neuroplasticity and cognitive flexibility, but the evidence is mostly indirect rather than direct. The strongest evidence comes from
adjacent interpersonal stressors—childhood maltreatment, emotional abuse, bullying, domestic conflict, and coercive control in
intimate relationships—which reliably activate stress systems, alter corticolimbic and prefrontal circuitry, and predict poorer
executive control and flexible learning (Teicher & Samson, 2016; Lohmann et al., 2023; Paranko et al., 2025; Rahapsari & Levita,
2024). Across reviews and experiments, stress affects HPA-axis and sympathetic signaling, remodels hippocampal and prefrontal
circuits, and is linked to worse set-shifting, perseveration, and flexible coping (McEwen et al., 2015; James et al., 2023; Marko &
Riečanský, 2018; Alexander et al., 2007).

The key nuance is that acute stress can sometimes support short-term adaptation and beneficial plasticity, whereas chronic,
uncontrollable, or severe interpersonal stress tends to produce allostatic overload and more persistent cognitive and neural costs
(Hermans et al., 2024; McEwen, 2012; Buenrostro-Jáuregui et al., 2025). Coercive control is especially relevant because it is
defined as a prolonged pattern of domination, intimidation, isolation, and control, and is moderately associated with PTSD and
depression, both conditions strongly linked to altered flexibility and stress neurobiology (Lohmann et al., 2023;  Luciana &
Collins, 2022).

Does interpersonal objectification and coercive control trigger psychological stress responses that inhibit
neuroplasticity and cognitive flexibility?

N = 7

6 1

Yes 86% · Possibly 14% · Mixed 0% · No 0%

FIGURE 1  Consensus on interpersonal stress, plasticity, and flexibility

The meter should be read as stronger for the stress-response and cognitive-flexibility parts than for the specific claim about
objectification itself. Direct studies on coercive control and objectification measuring neuroplasticity are sparse, but converging
evidence from closely related interpersonal adversities supports the overall pathway (Lohmann et al., 2023; Holz et al., 2022).

2. Methods

The search ran over more than 170 million research papers in Consensus, spanning Semantic Scholar, PubMed, and related
sources. The workflow identified 2,479 papers in the initial targeted search, expanded through citation crawling and parallel
concept searches, screened 230 highly relevant records after machine-learned filtering, retained 185 eligible unique papers, and
included the top 50 ranked papers for synthesis.

Search Strategy

28.5M

Retrieved

21 searches

1 citation graph use

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

2.2K

Eligible

Papers meeting relevance and quality criteria,
after deduplication

50

Included

Top papers selected to be included in the final
analysis

FIGURE 2  Deep search screening and inclusion workflow
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The strategy combined direct terms with adjacent constructs, mechanisms, resilience contrasts, and separated outcomes for
plasticity and flexibility.

3. Results

3.1 Key Papers

A few papers anchor the literature because they connect psychosocial adversity to neural remodeling, stress-system
dysregulation, and flexible cognition across human and animal evidence. The most foundational are broad neurobiology reviews,
meta-analyses of adversity and cognitive control, and direct experiments showing stress-induced flexibility impairments
(McEwen et al., 2015; Rahapsari & Levita, 2024; Alexander et al., 2007).

Paper Summary

(Lohmann et al., 2023) Maltreatment alters brain development trajectories (Teicher & Samson, 2016)

(Mcewen, 2016) ACEs impair overall cognitive control (Rahapsari & Levita, 2024)

(Martín-Rodríguez et al., 2024) Acute stress reduces cognitive flexibility (Alexander et al., 2007)

FIGURE 3  Foundational papers anchoring this literature

3.2 Interpersonal Stress and Stress Biology

Coercive control is an enduring pattern of domination, intimidation, isolation, and control rather than a single hostile act
(Lohmann et al., 2023). It is moderately associated with PTSD and depression, suggesting that it functions as a sustained
interpersonal trauma exposure rather than merely relationship conflict (Lohmann et al., 2023). Related interpersonal adversities
show immediate central stress responses: simulated bullying engaged socioemotional, threat, interoceptive, and attentional
systems in both adolescents and adults, consistent with a state of stress and alarm (Paranko et al., 2025). Domestic conflict
exposure in infancy is likewise linked to heightened responses in stress-reactive regions including rostral ACC and hypothalamus
(Vaidya et al., 2024).

Psychosocial stress also has measurable neural and physiological signatures beyond self-report. EEG meta-analysis shows
psychosocial stress consistently decreases alpha power, with a significant pooled effect size for alpha changes (Vanhollebeke et
al., 2022). Acute laboratory stress produces cardiovascular adaptation and altered cortical metaplasticity in humans (  Infortuna
et al., 2021).

3.3 Cognitive Flexibility Findings

Dimension Acute Stress
Chronic/Developmental
Adversity Citations

Set-shifting More perseveration Persistent deficits (Knauft et al., 2021; Rahapsari & Levita,
2024)

Flexible
thinking

Impaired by sympathetic
arousal

Lower with ACE-related stress (Marko & Riečanský, 2018;  Kalia &
Knauft, 2020)

Learning
updates

Slower contingency
updating

Impaired after abuse exposure (  Harms et al., 2017)

Goal control Increased shielding, less
flexibility

More automatic responses (  Plessow et al., 2011; Gabrys et al.,
2018)
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Dimension Acute Stress
Chronic/Developmental
Adversity Citations

Clinical
relevance

Reversed by propranolol Linked to depression risk (Alexander et al., 2007; Huang et al.,
2022)

FIGURE 4  Stress effects on cognitive flexibility outcomes

Across human experiments, acute psychosocial stress reliably impairs cognitive flexibility. Stress reduced performance on
flexibility tasks in healthy adults, and propranolol improved that performance during stress, implicating noradrenergic
mechanisms (Alexander et al., 2007). Another experiment found that stress impaired flexibility through sympathetic arousal rather
than executive disruption per se (Marko & Riečanský, 2018). A third study showed a time-dependent decline in flexibility that
tracked cortisol increases after psychosocial stress (  Plessow et al., 2011).

Longer-term interpersonal adversity shows similar patterns. Adolescents with abusive caregiving histories were impaired in
instrumental learning and cognitive flexibility, with abnormal learning-related brain activity proportional to lifetime stress severity
(  Harms et al., 2017). Adults reporting more ACEs had lower cognitive flexibility partly through higher perceived chronic stress (

 Kalia & Knauft, 2020). Prospective meta-analysis found small-to-medium negative associations between ACEs and cognitive
flexibility across the lifespan (Rahapsari & Levita, 2024).

3.4 Neuroplasticity Mechanisms

Chronic stress is linked to decreased BDNF signaling, neuronal atrophy, and synaptic loss, particularly in medial prefrontal cortex
and hippocampus, with downstream deficits in adaptation and stress coping (Price & Duman, 2019). Reviews converge that
moderate to severe social stress tends to increase growth in parts of the amygdala while producing opposite effects in
hippocampus and prefrontal cortex (Patel et al., 2019; Davidson & McEwen, 2012; McEwen & Akil, 2020). Chronic stress also
downregulates glucocorticoid expression in prefrontal cortex and causes dendritic shrinking and remodeling there, changes
linked to cognitive dysfunction (James et al., 2023).

The same pattern appears in more specific systems. Psychosocial stress elevates microglial activity consistently in hippocampus
and often in prefrontal cortex, supporting a neuroinflammatory route to altered plasticity (Calcia et al., 2016). Adolescent rodent
stress reduces hippocampal neuroplasticity markers and is commonly accompanied by cognitive impairment (Borsini et al.,
2023). Emotional abuse in adolescents is associated with altered resting-state functional connectivity, with negative automatic
thoughts strengthening the abuse-connectivity link (  Yeo et al., 2024).

Results Timeline

FIGURE 5  Timeline of influential stress-plasticity papers, larger markers indicate more citations
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Top Contributors

Type Name Papers

Author B. McEwen [0b463a37239a5d1cb6d4c00499a04759][2f353f8fb2115627b98c5e947984e4ce]
[a6db83fd971f50159314bbf3d16873d1][442bd92a007454898f81ada5bcc90e38]
[f31811d9342d5e6c915e11aa49f08515]

Author R. Kalisch [94a695e436165457afadf2819c780407][8e2b62be2bfc56a3acba5de138a6023d]

Author Katherine M
Knauft

[5182ccd3be4c5d12a196e8e1ba7e00fb][a152808ff00859cc83cc7e8245d0bf7a]

Journal Nature
Neuroscience

[a6db83fd971f50159314bbf3d16873d1][442bd92a007454898f81ada5bcc90e38]

Journal Molecular
Psychiatry

[61084fde477e5ae4bf55655928a7f41d][b1878ac4094158ca93e82e24f5f02797]
[dbab757750b65f18b36d8ee67215e389]

Journal Biological
Psychiatry

[8e2b62be2bfc56a3acba5de138a6023d][1e8273c2ea7a59d9a9dbf70d299266af]

FIGURE 6  Authors and journals most frequent in included papers

4. Discussion

The overall answer is yes, with different certainty levels for each link in the chain. Evidence is strongest that interpersonal
adversity and psychosocial stress activate stress systems and impair cognitive flexibility, because this is supported by direct
experiments, prospective studies, and meta-analyses across development (Vanhollebeke et al., 2022; Alexander et al., 2007;
Rahapsari & Levita, 2024). Evidence is also strong that chronic stress remodels plasticity-related circuits in hippocampus,
amygdala, and prefrontal cortex, although much of the mechanistic detail comes from animal work and broad adversity research
rather than from studies of coercive control specifically (McEwen et al., 2015; Price & Duman, 2019; Borsini et al., 2023).

The weakest step is the narrow attribution to interpersonal objectification itself. The corpus includes theory that power can foster
objectification of subordinates (Guinote, 2017), but it does not include many direct studies testing whether objectification alone
produces the same neuroplastic or flexibility effects as coercive control, bullying, or maltreatment. The literature therefore
supports a convergent inference: when objectification occurs as a chronic, degrading, uncontrollable interpersonal stressor, it
likely engages the same stress pathways documented for emotional abuse, bullying, domestic conflict, and coercive control
(Lohmann et al., 2023; Paranko et al., 2025; Vaidya et al., 2024).

Important moderators also recur. Perceived uncontrollability, chronicity, cumulative adversity, and reduced social support
intensify stress effects, while reappraisal, mastery, and supportive relationships buffer them (  Kalia & Knauft, 2020; Cohen &
Wills, 1985). Controllability can even induce protective prefrontal plasticity and reduce later stress responses, showing that the
issue is not stress per se but prolonged, uncontrollable stress overload (Kalisch et al., 2024).

Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

Psychosocial stress impairs
cognitive flexibility

Strong

Multiple human experiments
and meta-analytic support

(Alexander et al., 2007; Marko
& Riečanský, 2018; Rahapsari &
Levita, 2024)
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Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

Chronic stress disrupts
neuroplasticity in PFC and
hippocampus

Strong

Strong converging reviews
and preclinical replication

(Price & Duman, 2019;
Buenrostro-Jáuregui et al.,
2025; Borsini et al., 2023)

Coercive control triggers clinically
meaningful stress-related
psychopathology

Moderate

Meta-analysis shows
moderate PTSD and
depression associations

(Lohmann et al., 2023)

Interpersonal adversity alters stress-
reactive neural circuits

Strong

Human imaging spans
bullying, conflict, and
maltreatment

(Paranko et al., 2025; Vaidya et
al., 2024; Davidson & McEwen,
2012)

Objectification alone inhibits
neuroplasticity and flexibility

Weak

Conceptually plausible, but
direct tests are scarce in this
corpus

(Guinote, 2017; Holz et al.,
2022)

FIGURE 7  Key claims and supporting evidence in corpus

5. Conclusion

The literature supports a qualified yes: interpersonal stressors that resemble coercive control, emotional abuse, bullying, and
chronic domination trigger stress responses that are associated with impaired cognitive flexibility and disrupted neuroplasticity.
The evidence is strongest for the pathway from chronic psychosocial stress to HPA/sympathetic activation, prefrontal-
hippocampal remodeling, and poorer flexible cognition, and weaker for objectification as a separately isolated exposure
(McEwen, 2012;  Plessow et al., 2011; Holz et al., 2022).

Research Gaps

Direct evidence on objectification and coercive control is thinner than the broader adversity literature. The most important gap is
mechanistic human work that measures interpersonal domination exposures, stress biomarkers, and plasticity or flexibility
outcomes in the same design (Lohmann et al., 2023; Holz et al., 2022).

Topic/Outcome
Longitudinal human
data Biomarkers

Direct objectification
measures

Intervention
evidence

Coercive control and
neuroplasticity

1 1 GAP 1

Coercive control and cognitive
flexibility

2 1 GAP 1

Emotional abuse and
connectivity

3 2 1 1

Bullying and acute stress
circuitry

2 2 GAP GAP
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Topic/Outcome
Longitudinal human
data Biomarkers

Direct objectification
measures

Intervention
evidence

Stress-buffering social support 4 1 GAP 2

Open Research Questions

Future work should test the least established links directly rather than inferring them from adjacent adversities.

Question Why

Does coercive control predict longitudinal changes in cortisol,
inflammatory markers, and cognitive flexibility independent of
physical violence?

Separates the effects of chronic domination from
broader IPV and tests a full stress-to-cognition pathway.

Does interpersonal objectification produce measurable prefrontal
or hippocampal plasticity changes in humans?

This is the central unresolved step, and current evidence
is mostly inferential from related social stressors.

Which buffers most effectively preserve flexibility under chronic
interpersonal stress: reappraisal, social support, or restored
control?

Existing studies suggest all three matter, but
comparative evidence is limited and intervention design
needs prioritization.

Interpersonal objectification and coercive control therefore likely do trigger psychological stress responses that inhibit
neuroplasticity and cognitive flexibility, but the direct evidence is much stronger for coercive control and related interpersonal
adversities than for objectification alone.

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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