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Clinically, practicing cognitive defusion or metacognitive awareness—observing
thoughts as transient mental events rather than objective reality—significantly
reduces the believability of, and prolonged psychological distress associated with,
negative thoughts.

VALIDATION QUERY

Does coghnitive defusion or metacognitive awareness training reduce emotional reactivity and psychological distress in
response to negative thoughts?

EMPIRICAL FINDING

A robust body of clinical psychology evidence demonstrates that practicing cognitive defusion and metacognitive
awareness—training the mind to observe thoughts as transient mental events rather than literal truths—significantly
reduces the believability, stickiness, and psychological discomfort of negative thoughts. By shifting from identification
to observation, the biological system prevents transient emotional reactions from escalating into prolonged
psychological distress.
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— Masudaetal., 2010, Behavior Modification

— \Wellsetal 2021 Circulation
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Yes, cognitive defusion and some metacognitive trainings reduce distress, but effects on
immediate emotional reactivity are mixed.

1. Introduction

Across controlled studies, cognitive defusion usually reduces how believable, uncomfortable, and behaviorally sticky negative
thoughts feel, and broader metacognitive or mindfulness-based trainings often reduce anxiety, depression, stress, or repetitive
negative thinking (Wells et al., 2021; Masuda et al., 2004; Teasdale et al., 2002). The strongest evidence for immediate responses to
a personally relevant negative thought comes from brief defusion experiments, where participants report lower discomfort and
believability after defusion than after distraction, no instruction, or some alternative tasks (Masuda et al., 2010; Larsson et al., 2016;
Masuda et al., 2010). The strongest evidence for broader distress reduction comes from randomized trials and meta-analyses of
metacognitive therapy, mindfulness-based programs, and related process-focused interventions, which show improvements in
depression, anxiety, stress, and repetitive negative thinking across several populations (Wells et al., 2021; Normann & Morina, 2018;
Andersson et al., 2024).

The answer is less uniform for metacognitive awareness training narrowly defined as training people to observe thoughts as mental
events. In one large dismantling-style longitudinal study, socio-affective training reduced negative emotional reactivity, whereas the
explicitly metacognitive Perspective module did not (Favre et al., 2021). Some mindfulness and decentering-based interventions still
reduce distress and improve decentering or non-reactivity, but the active ingredient is not always metacognitive awareness itself
(Francis et al., 2022; Fissler et al., 2016; Waters et al., 2018).

Does cognitive defusion or metacognitive awareness training reduce emotional reactivity and psychological distress in

response to negative thoughts?
Requires at least 5 papers that directly answer your question. Try adjusting your query to find more papers.

FIGURE 1 Consensus on defusion and metacognitive training effects

Most of the corpus supports a yes for psychological distress and thought-related discomfort, but only a qualified yes for immediate
emotional reactivity because effects differ by intervention type, outcome, and comparator (Normann & Morina, 2018; Schumer et
al., 2018; Bogaert et al., 2023).

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 11,140 initially relevant papers for the core query, expanded citation-linked and terminology-
based searches, screened 250 papers with machine-learned relevance filtering, and retained 152 as eligible after deduplication and
thresholding. The final synthesis includes the top 50 ranked papers from that eligible set, with emphasis on controlled human
studies and stronger designs such as randomized trials, meta-analyses, and systematic reviews.

Search Strategy

4.2M 2K 50
> >
Retrieved Eligible Included
@, 23 searches Papers meeting relevance and quality criteria, Top papers selected to be included in the final
after deduplication analysis

LS 1citation graph use

All papers retrieved from 23 searches and 1
citation graph use.

FIGURE 2 Search flow from identification to included papers

The strategy combined direct query matching, mechanism-focused searches, critique searches, and adjacent-intervention searches
to capture both benefits and null findings.
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3. Results

3.1 Key Papers

The anchor papers split into two clusters: experimental cognitive defusion studies showing short-term reductions in discomfort and
believability of negative self-referential thoughts, and larger clinical or meta-analytic metacognitive studies showing reductions in
broader distress outcomes (Masuda et al., 2010; Wells et al., 2021; Normann & Morina, 2018).

Paper Summary

(Waters et al., 2018) Large RCT shows lower anxiety and depression (Wells et al., 2021)

(Normann & Morina, 2018) Defusion lowers thought discomfort and believability (Masuda et al., 2004)
(Wang et al., 2025) Meta-analysis finds MCT effective across disorders (Normann & Morina, 2018)

FIGURE 3 Foundational papers anchoring this literature review

3.2 Thought-Level Effects

Brief cognitive defusion reliably reduces the immediate discomfort and believability of negative self-referential thoughts in
analogue experiments (Masuda et al., 2004; Masuda et al., 2010). A five-day trial found defusion lowered believability, increased
comfort and willingness to have the thought, increased positive affect, and reduced negative thought frequency more than both
cognitive restructuring and no instruction (Larsson et al., 2016). When defusion includes an experiential exercise rather than
rationale alone, effects are larger, including among participants with elevated depressive symptoms (Masuda et al., 2010).

A direct comparison study found cognitive restructuring and cognitive defusion were similarly effective at alleviating distress after
rumination induction, but they appeared to work through different processes: reappraisal in restructuring and acceptance in
defusion (Yovel et al., 2014).

Landmark defusion trial details

Feature Result

Study type Randomized analogue experiment (Masuda et al., 2010)
Population Non-clinical undergraduates (Masuda et al., 2010)
Arms Defusion, distraction, control (Masuda et al., 2010)
Primary effects Lower discomfort and believability (Masuda et al., 2010)
Depressive subgroup Also benefited (Masuda et al., 2010)

FIGURE 4 Design and findings of a landmark defusion trial

The short-term experimental signal for defusion is consistent, but it is mostly based on brief laboratory or analogue interventions.
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# Consensus

3.3 Broader Distress Outcomes

For metacognitive therapy, the strongest single trial in this corpus randomized 332 cardiac rehabilitation patients and found
significantly lower total anxiety and depression at 4 months and still lower symptoms at 12 months in the MCT group (Wells et al.,
2021). A meta-analysis of 25 studies found large effects of MCT versus waitlist and advantages over other cognitive-behavioral
interventions, with the strongest evidence in anxiety and depression (Normann & Morina, 2018). An updated meta-analysis covering
both MCT and metacognitive training concluded that MCT outperformed waitlist and other CBTs, while metacognitive training was
superior to treatment as usual and other psychological treatments (Andersson et al., 2024).

Dimension

Immediate thought
discomfort

Believability of
thoughts

Anxiety/depression

Cognitive
Defusion /
ACT

Strong short-
term benefit

Reduced

Moderate

Metacognitive
Therapy / Training

Less directly tested

Negative
metacognitions
reduced

Stronger replicated

Mindfulness /
Decentering

Some benefit

Decentering often
increased

Moderate benefit

Citations

(Masuda et al., 2010; Boland
et al., 2021)

(Larsson et al., 2016; Jelinek
et al., 2017; Fissler et al.,
2016)

(Lu et al., 2023; Wells et al.,

symptoms clinical benefit benefit 2021; Ramachandran et al.,
2022)
Mechanism signal Defusion, Rumination and Non-reactivity, distress (Lu et al., 2023; Schneider et
flexibility, metacognitive beliefs tolerance, decentering al., 2023; Li et al., 2024)
values

FIGURE 5 Comparison of intervention families and main outcomes

Across related process-focused interventions, reductions in repetitive negative thinking tend to track reductions in depression and
anxiety, especially when treatments target the process of thinking rather than only its content (Spinhoven et al., 2018; Bell et al.,
2022).

3.4 Heterogeneity and Limits

Not every metacognitive or mindfulness-like training reduces emotional reactivity. In the ReSource longitudinal trial, only the socio-
affective Affect module reduced experienced negative affect to human suffering; the metacognitive Perspective module did not
(Favre et al., 2021). A dismantling trial similarly found MBCT and focused-attention training improved neural and subjective markers
of emotional reactivity, whereas open monitoring had limited effects (Brown et al., 2022). Universal school mindfulness also showed
no durable mental-health benefit in one adolescent trial (Bogaert et al., 2023).

There are also direct null findings for defusion procedures. Two randomized experiments using verbal repetition failed to reproduce
expected changes in emotional assessment or related variables, and the authors explicitly described the literature as mixed (De
Uralde-Selva & Valero-Aguayo, 2021). A 2018 meta-analysis of brief mindfulness training found only a small reduction in negative
affectivity, and that effect shrank markedly after accounting for publication bias (Schumer et al., 2018).
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Results Timeline
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FIGURE 6 Timeline of studies; larger markers indicate more citations

Top Contributors

Type Name Papers

Author A. Masuda [bf672d3fdaa057539f73fb111330d33c][5e19febcad525¢c3b9afdaad300cfed 4]
[b5565da50f42542b945950cc415a301d]

Author S. Moritz [90ecca9055455d609f0deaebdda7d8b4][02fd5c003b0c576b9776d6b2d4bd6f60]
[dd2a715aebb05471a66019da5467af13]

Author T. Singer [914d484be2385b1c9e0b6bfffcd233al][45ce8d6¢cb91d512aaae0a0a99934af90]

Journal Behaviour Research and [b5565da50f42542b945950cc415a301d][9244c5ea2667579f9ee5554ebbf2119a]
Therapy [993dc649a45058d5b20771c21beb6a4di]

Journal Mindfulness [fe7c6525fef8525b9994334f8e9f5958][5d301f7feb71591898e0568e779b34cc]

lefcdb1be899556b1b3b93a025d4d5187]

Journal Journal of Consulting and [15e41668be0f5749a7df4e967a7afb85][cae35d9¢cc5b558748d0074ee3ae05ef3]
Clinical Psychology [be0d5408aa985ee6ba3actfo67a42e6d)]

FIGURE 7 Authors and journals appearing most often here

4. Discussion

The corpus supports a fairly strong conclusion that changing one’s relationship to negative thoughts can reduce distress, but the
evidence is stronger for self-reported discomfort, rumination, anxiety, and depression than for immediate emotional reactivity in
every context (Normann & Morina, 2018; Da Silva et al., 2023; Andersson et al., 2024). Cognitive defusion has unusually direct
experimental support because several studies ask participants to evoke a personally relevant negative thought and then measure
believability and discomfort minutes or days later (Masuda et al., 2004; Larsson et al., 2016; Maisel et al., 2019). That gives good
construct validity for the user’s question, but many of these studies are brief and use nonclinical samples, so they say more about
immediate reactivity to thoughts than about enduring psychiatric change (Larsson et al., 2016; Maisel et al., 2019).
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# Consensus

Metacognitive therapy and metacognitive training have stronger evidence for sustained symptom reduction because the dataset
includes large randomized trials and meta-analyses across diagnoses (Wells et al., 2021; Andersson et al., 2024). Mechanistically,
several studies converge on reduced rumination, negative metacognitive beliefs, and need for thought control as plausible
mediators (Schneider et al., 2023; Jelinek et al., 2017; Mufioz-Navarro et al., 2022). Still, mediation evidence is not uniform: some
ACT and mindfulness trials identify non-reactivity, distress tolerance, or cognitive flexibility rather than defusion per se as the main

pathway (Résénen et al., 2020; Li et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2025).

The most important limitation is heterogeneity. “Metacognitive awareness training” ranges from decentering practice to broad

mindfulness programs to formal metacognitive therapy, and these are not interchangeable (Teasdale et al., 2002; Normann &

Morina, 2018; Francis et al., 2022). The mixed results for brief mindfulness, open monitoring, school-based universal programs, and
one failed defusion replication show that not every intervention that sounds similar delivers the same emotional benefits (Brown et

al., 2022; Schumer et al., 2018; Bogaert et al., 2023; De Uralde-Selva & Valero-Aguayo, 2021).

Evidence
Claim Strength Reasoning Papers
Cognitive defusion reduces Replicated experimental support across (Masuda et al., 2004;
immediate discomfort and s several direct tests, but mostly short- Masuda et al., 2010;
. - . t -
believability of negative thoughts. rong term and often nonclinical. Larsson et al., 2016)
Metacognitive therapy reduces Large RCTs and meta-analyses support (Wells et al., 2021;
broader anxiety and depression durable symptom reductions across Normann & Morina, 2018;
St .
symptoms. rong disorders. Andersson et al., 2024)
Process-focused interventions Supported by multiple meta-analyses (Spinhoven et al., 2018;
reduce repetitive negative thinking, in adults and youth. Stenzel et al., 2025; Bell et
. St
which tracks symptom rong al., 2022)
improvement.
Metacognitive awareness training Some decentering and mindfulness (Fissler et al., 2016; Brown
consistently lowers immediate studies are positive, but large et al., 2022; Favre et al.,
Moderate

emotional reactivity.

Very brief defusion or mindfulness
exercises are reliably effective
across settings.

Weak

FIGURE 8 Key claims and supporting evidence in corpus

5. Conclusion

dismantling work shows selective or
null effects by module.

Evidence is mixed and publication bias
or failed replications weaken
confidence.

2021)

(De Uralde-Selva & Valero-
Aguayo, 2021; Schumer et
al., 2018; Bell et al., 2024)

Overall, cognitive defusion does reduce emotional discomfort and the felt impact of negative thoughts in the short term, and

metacognitive interventions more broadly reduce psychological distress across many clinical and nonclinical settings. The weaker

part of the claim concerns immediate emotional reactivity: benefits are real but not universal, and they depend on whether the

training emphasizes affective skills, focused attention, or direct work on thought-belief relationships rather than metacognitive

awareness alone.

Research Gaps

The main gaps are long-term thought-reactivity outcomes, head-to-head comparisons of specific process techniques, and better

isolation of which metacognitive components matter most.
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RCT Long-term follow- Clinical
Topic/Outcome data Mechanism up generalization

Immediate reactivity to personal negative
thoughts

Broad distress reduction in MCT

Decentering-specific training effects 4 5 2 4
Youth and school-based prevention 5 S 3 5
Neural markers of reduced reactivity 3 4 1 2

Open Research Questions

The next step is to disentangle which techniques truly reduce reactivity to negative thoughts, for whom, and on what time scale.

Question Why

Which specific elements of cognitive defusion produce lasting Current studies often bundle rationale, practice, and

reductions in reactivity to personally relevant negative thoughts? experiential exercises, making the active ingredient hard to
isolate.

Does metacognitive awareness alone reduce emotional reactivity, Large module-comparison studies suggest awareness

or are affective and attentional skills necessary co-active alone is not always enough to reduce negative affect.

ingredients?

Do short-term reductions in thought believability predict long-term Experimental defusion effects are robust, but linkage to
reductions in depression, anxiety, or relapse? sustained clinical outcomes remains incompletely
established.

In answer to the question asked: yes for distress reduction and thought-related discomfort, but only a qualified yes for emotional
reactivity because results are mixed across metacognitive awareness-based approaches.

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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