


Yes, trauma-related catastrophic thinking is partly explained by threat-biased predictive
processing, but the full narrative claim exceeds current evidence.

1. Introduction

The literature supports a substantial part of the question: trauma exposure is consistently associated with maladaptive appraisals,
threat-biased interpretation of ambiguity, disorganized or overly sensory trauma memory, and persistent expectations of danger
that shape responses to later cues (De La Cuesta et al., 2019; McLaughlin et al., 2020; Beierl et al., 2019). Pre-trauma catastrophic or
negative cognitions also predict later post-traumatic symptoms, which argues that prior beliefs matter before new trauma-related
interpretations are formed (Bryant & Guthrie, 2005; Su & Chen, 2018; Xue et al., 2015). Cognitive models of PTSD further converge
on the idea that a sense of current threat emerges when traumatic events and their consequences are appraised in excessively
negative ways and when trauma memories are poorly contextualized (Patronick et al., 2025; Bryant, 2019; Woud et al., 2017).

What is less firmly established is the strongest version of the user's predictive-processing formulation. A few recent papers
explicitly frame trauma effects in predictive-coding terms, including hyperprecise threat priors and impaired prediction-error
updating, but most of the corpus uses cognitive, appraisal, conditioning, and context-processing language rather than directly
testing Bayesian or generative-model accounts (Marcu et al., 2025). The best-supported synthesis is therefore that trauma seems to
bias priors, threat detection, and interpretation of ambiguous present or future events, while evidence that people literally construct
future narratives through a predictive-processing mechanism remains suggestive rather than settled (McLaughlin et al., 2020; Croft
et al., 2021; Maren et al., 2013).

Are catastrophic thinking and cognitive distortions driven by predictive processing mechanisms that heavily weight prior
trauma conditioning?
Requires at least 5 papers that directly answer your question. Try adjusting your query to find more papers.

FIGURE 1  Consensus on trauma-biased predictive processing mechanisms

The meter should read as moderate support, not closure. The corpus strongly supports trauma-weighted threat appraisal and
ambiguity bias, but only a minority of papers directly test predictive-processing mechanisms themselves (Panagou & MacBeth,
2022; Croft et al., 2021; Marcu et al., 2025).

2. Methods

This deep search ran over more than 170 million research papers indexed in Consensus, drawing from Semantic Scholar, PubMed,
and other scholarly sources. The workflow identified 494,878 papers from the initial query, expanded through citation crawling and
targeted mechanism searches, screened 230 papers with machine-learned relevance filtering, judged 171 as eligible after
deduplication and relevance review, and included the 50 highest-ranked papers for synthesis.

Search Strategy

25.3M

Retrieved

21 searches

1 citation graph use

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

1.9K

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

Searches combined trauma, catastrophizing, cognitive distortion, predictive processing, prior beliefs, ambiguity, and future
anticipation terms across adjacent clinical domains.
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3. Results

3.1 Key Papers

The corpus is anchored by large meta-analyses and prospective PTSD studies showing that maladaptive appraisals are not
epiphenomenal but central predictors of post-traumatic symptoms (De La Cuesta et al., 2019; Beierl et al., 2019; Halligan et al.,
2003). Mechanistic extension comes from context-processing and predictive-coding papers, which link trauma to over-weighted
threat expectations and impaired updating, though this layer is newer and thinner (Liberzon & Abelson, 2016; Marcu et al., 2025).

Paper Summary

(Su & Chen, 2018) Large appraisal-PTSD association, r = 0.53 (De La Cuesta et al., 2019)

(Fan & Kang, 2025) Cognitive variables explained 52% of 6-month PTSD variance (Beierl et al., 2019)

(Nan et al., 2025) Context-processing deficit proposed as PTSD core mechanism (Liberzon & Abelson, 2016)

FIGURE 3  Foundational papers in this trauma-cognition corpus

3.2 Appraisal and Ambiguity

Trauma-exposed children and adults show biased interpretation of ambiguous cues, especially toward threat. In children, trauma is
associated with hostile attribution in ambiguous social situations and broader threat-prioritizing social information processing
(McLaughlin et al., 2020). Across PTSD studies, maladaptive appraisals show a large pooled association with PTSD, including large
effects for negative self-appraisals and prospective prediction over follow-up (De La Cuesta et al., 2019).

Related findings extend beyond PTSD. Childhood trauma is associated with external locus of control in psychosis-related work,
while other psychosis-relevant biases show weaker or inconsistent trauma links (Croft et al., 2021). Trauma also predicts
interpersonal distortions such as mind-reading and intimacy avoidance, suggesting that ambiguous future social situations can be
filtered through trauma-shaped expectations (Rehman & Quddos, 2025).

3.3 Processing Models

Dimension Cognitive PTSD Models Predictive-Processing Framing Citations

Core bias Negative appraisals Hyperprecise threat priors (Bryant, 2019; Marcu et al., 2025)

Triggering Poorly contextualized
memory

Failed prediction-error updating (Geddes et al., 2016; Marcu et al.,
2025)

Ambiguity handling Sense of current threat Threat prediction dominates
input

(Patronick et al., 2025; Marcu et al.,
2025)

Neural circuit
emphasis

Amygdala-hippocampus-
PFC

Prediction-error and salience
systems

(Harnett et al., 2020; Marcu et al.,
2025)

Evidence maturity Extensive prospective
support

Early and mostly indirect support (Beierl et al., 2019; Marcu et al.,
2025)

The two frameworks overlap substantially. Current evidence more strongly supports appraisal, memory, and context-processing
accounts than a fully specified predictive-processing account, even though the latter fits several recent neural findings (Bryant,
2019; Liberzon & Abelson, 2016; Marcu et al., 2025).
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3.4 Narrative Construction

The corpus supports narrative distortion after trauma, but mostly through memory fragmentation, overgeneralized beliefs, and
rumination rather than direct tests of “future narrative construction.” Trauma memories are often encoded with high sensory
salience and weak autobiographical integration, which makes later cues feel as if the trauma is happening “here and now” (Bryant,
2019; Patronick et al., 2025; Van Der Kolk & Fisler, 1995). Over-accommodation and assimilation then broaden these memories into
global beliefs such as “people are inherently evil” or “my life will never be the same” (Valdez et al., 2021).

Future-oriented catastrophic narratives are implied by several lines of evidence. Acute stress disorder is associated with
catastrophizing about future negative events, and preexisting PTSD-related cognitions predict later symptoms through negative
appraisal of symptoms and rumination (Bryant & Guthrie, 2005; Su & Chen, 2018). In pain and mTBI, catastrophizing also biases
anticipation or interpretation of symptoms beyond objective impairment, showing a general mechanism whereby prior negative
expectations distort ambiguous future-oriented inference (Meints & Edwards, 2018; Shi et al., 2023; Galambos et al., 2019).

Results Timeline

Trauma-cognition research has moved from memory fragmentation models to appraisal models to emerging predictive-processing
accounts.

FIGURE 4  Timeline of trauma cognition findings; larger markers indicate more citations

The overall arc shows durable support for cognitive appraisal and context models, with predictive processing entering later as a
unifying interpretation rather than an already dominant causal framework (Van Der Kolk & Fisler, 1995; De La Cuesta et al., 2019;
Marcu et al., 2025).

Top Contributors

Type Name Papers

Author R. Bryant [00f2d5ecb5195befb7245722748cf61a][3e7bbccbfa0a542dac0f455b5f0226ad]

Author A. Ehlers [cdf3b9fd5460597aa8c01b4521e44bc7][83e1a6885a52530d8314f51e6add9c92]
[f1a6da27895651b6bdf823b896a45e85]

Author D. Clark [cdf3b9fd5460597aa8c01b4521e44bc7][83e1a6885a52530d8314f51e6add9c92]

Journal Journal of Traumatic Stress [869dd166accd5a84acbde88e803c69bd][3b76e1877fd052a5ad629337c0a32d9f]

Journal European Journal of
Psychotraumatology

[234e6a2f7443509bb3f27d9b44b9f8dc][50085fc331555015984f64397d4a33d2]
[5adb487a788a541f9c152126f780641f]
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Type Name Papers

Journal Psychological Medicine [cdf3b9fd5460597aa8c01b4521e44bc7][5a6842fbcd105b09a3307fd3dc1c22ef]

FIGURE 5  Authors and journals appearing most frequently here

4. Discussion

The strongest evidence supports three linked claims. First, maladaptive appraisals and catastrophic cognitions are robustly
associated with PTSD severity and prospectively predict persistence across adults and youth (De La Cuesta et al., 2019; Edwards et
al., 2025; Valdez et al., 2021). Second, trauma biases attention, context use, and interpretation of ambiguous cues toward danger,
providing a plausible route by which prior trauma conditioning over-shapes later inference (McLaughlin et al., 2020; Liberzon &
Abelson, 2016; Aupperle et al., 2012).

The evidence is weaker for the claim that predictive processing specifically drives catastrophic future narratives. Only a small
subset explicitly discusses prediction error, hyperprecise priors, or trauma-predictive network responses (Marcu et al., 2025; Hardi
et al., 2025). Even these studies are preliminary, small, or indirect, and some results suggest adaptation rather than simple
pathology, such as blunted trauma-predictive connectivity under acute stress being associated with lower depressive symptoms
(Hardi et al., 2025).

The corpus also shows important generalization limits. Many studies are observational, cross-sectional, or analogue-trauma
designs, and several reviews explicitly note low quality, heterogeneity, or insufficient longitudinal evidence for specific biases
outside PTSD (Panagou & MacBeth, 2022; Croft et al., 2021; Edwards et al., 2025). So the cleanest answer is that trauma-weighted
priors and impaired updating are plausible mechanistic summaries of older appraisal and context findings, but they are not yet
directly validated as the main engine of catastrophic future narrative construction.

Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

Maladaptive trauma appraisals
strongly track and predict PTSD

Strong

Large meta-analytic effect and
prospective replication

(De La Cuesta et al., 2019; Beierl
et al., 2019)

Trauma biases ambiguous cues
toward threat

Strong

Repeated findings across trauma-
exposed children and context
models

(McLaughlin et al., 2020; Liberzon
& Abelson, 2016)

Prior beliefs before trauma
increase later symptom risk

Moderate

Prospective evidence exists, but
from fewer studies

(Bryant & Guthrie, 2005; Su &
Chen, 2018; McClements et al.,
2025)

Predictive-processing language
unifies these findings

Moderate

Conceptually coherent, but directly
tested in few papers

(Marcu et al., 2025)

Trauma constructs future
narratives through predictive
coding

Weak

Mostly inferred from appraisal,
rumination, and anticipation studies

(Bryant & Guthrie, 2005; Su &
Chen, 2018; Galambos et al.,
2019)

FIGURE 6  Key claims and supporting evidence in corpus
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5. Conclusion

The literature supports a qualified yes. Catastrophic thinking and cognitive distortions after trauma are strongly linked to prior
beliefs, threat-biased appraisal, poor contextualization, and overgeneralized interpretations of ambiguous cues, and these
mechanisms are compatible with predictive-processing accounts (De La Cuesta et al., 2019; Liberzon & Abelson, 2016; Tsur &
Talmon, 2021). But the strongest part of the evidence is still the older cognitive-appraisal and context-processing literature, not
direct demonstrations that hyperweighted trauma priors generate narrative predictions about ambiguous future events.

Research Gaps

The main gap is mechanistic specificity. The field has rich evidence for maladaptive appraisals and threat bias, but much less direct
work testing how trauma-shaped priors, prediction errors, and future simulation interact over time (Panagou & MacBeth, 2022;
Croft et al., 2021).

Topic/Outcome
Longitudinal
human data

Direct predictive-
coding measures

Ambiguous future-
event tasks

Cross-diagnostic
replication

PTSD appraisals 10 2 3 6

Childhood trauma threat
bias

6 1 4 7

Predictive processing
markers

2 3 1 2

Future-oriented
catastrophizing

4 1 2 5

Open Research Questions

Direct tests should combine trauma history, ambiguity paradigms, computational modeling, and repeated symptom measurement.

Question Why

Do trauma-exposed individuals assign higher prior probability to
threat when forecasting ambiguous future events?

This would directly test the central claim rather than
inferring it from appraisal questionnaires and PTSD
symptoms alone.

Does impaired prediction-error updating mediate the link between
childhood trauma and persistent catastrophic interpretations?

Existing neural and ERP studies suggest this mechanism,
but mediation evidence in longitudinal human samples is
still sparse.

Are predictive-processing abnormalities shared across PTSD, pain
catastrophizing, psychosis risk, and post-concussive symptom
overreporting?

Multiple adjacent domains show similar expectation biases,
but cross-diagnostic computational comparisons are
largely missing.

In sum, catastrophic thinking after trauma appears to be partly driven by trauma-weighted predictive processing, but the claim that
it constructs full narratives about ambiguous futures remains ahead of the direct evidence.

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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