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Origins of Ruminative Thought:
Trauma, Incompleteness, Nondisclosure, and Suppression

DANIEL B, Gown AND DaNigL M. WiGNER!

University of Virginia

‘The purpose o this paper is to discuss theories of the mi‘uin of mmin.n:nli\'c ll?nur,‘hlv
We begin by providing a watking definition ol smnination, ‘srpiunlm.;: mmm?umn
from other forms of cognitive activity and distingaishing numinations In.uu ordinary
memories. Then, we review what we believe are the major categories of themy II-\;II
attempt 1o account Tor the existence and mature of gamniation. These iuc'lud'c lltcc\facs
ol irannstizition, incompletencess, nondisclosure, and thought suppression. Rumini-
tions may odiginate for a number of reasons, but it scems they may cnnlu.uu: beciuse
of our attcmpts to control them. Lvidence from studies on thought suppression lsuggcsls
that ihe suppression of unwanted thoughts may i fact luel the vary cuml.mns nful
thoughts we are Irying to avoid. Thought suppression sy st up a state w!mh
we not only increase the wmount we think about an unwanted thought, but potetially
also shaipen onr emational seaction o those thouglus.

e e

Zahir in Arabic means “notorious,” . . . and the people use it o signily:
*heings or things which possess the terrible property of being |||'ll'ur!;cl‘l'uhlc,e
and whaose image tinally drives one mad (Jorge Luis Borges, The Zahir). :
We often think and rethink the same thoughts, and this is not at all unusual.
Mundane and benign thoughts may repeat themselves in ‘fnnscinusqcssé
throughout the day, causing little distirbance and demanding litle atiention.
Repeated thoughts are usclul and important 1o us, alter all, as Ilfcy kcctp us
focused and concerned when we might otherwise be scatlered and impulsively
atientive 1o whatever parade goes by, At the same time, however, repeated
thoughts can be disturbing and intrusive. When repeated thoughts uncxpectedly
and automatically dominate our awareness to the point that they become
noticeable and bothersome, they take on a different character. They become
ruminative thoughts —thoughts that repeat too much. ‘
What makes us susceptible to the repeated retricval of lhuughls. from
memory? Why do we repeatedly recall some event that happened in our

YCorrespondence concerning this article should be addiessed to cither author at |)cp:ulmc4nl'
ol Psychology, Gilmer lall, Univessity of Viginia, Clinlotiesville, VA 22903, c-mail;
dbggivirginia.cdu or dwegnervirginia.cdu.
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childhood as it it were yesterday, while at the same time we find it dilticull 10
remember what really did take place yesterday moming? Whether they are
benign memories of a fourth grade teacher or of kissing a first Jove, or traumatic
memorics of a car accident or losing a loved one, when particular memorics
keep coming back we begin to wonder why. Why do we ruminate? Why doces
the mind fall prey to these intrusions? The purposc of this paper is to discuss
theories of the origin of rominative thougin,

We will begin by providing a working definition of rumination, separating
rumination from other forms of cognitive activity such as obscssions, worry,
and anxiety disorders, and distinguishing rominations from ordinary memories.
Then, we will review what we believe are the major categorices of theory that
atlempt to account for the existence and nature of rumination. These inclide
theories of trawmatization, incompleteness, and nondisclosure. We close by
adding our own perspective on rumination, the suppression theory. We outline
this last argument using a body of rescarch that has come from studies of
instructed thought Suppression.

Definition of Rumination

Ruminations have been described as conscious thinking directed toward
given object for an extended period of time (Martin & Tesser, 1989). In the
past, ruminations, which include the subelass ol intrusive thoughts, have heen
grouped wnder the rulnic “eognitive factors in anxicly” (Tallis, Davey, &
Capuzzo, 1994), along with obsessional thoughts (Rachiman & Huodgson,
1980), negative antomatic thoughts (Beck, 1976), and worry (Borkovee, Robin-
son, Pruzinsky, & Depree, 1983). While ruminations share similaritics wilh
these other types of cognitive activitics, such as their awtomatic and intrusive
nature, they differ in at least one important way — ruminations are usually
thoughts about cvents that have oceurred in the past. Ruminations contain an
irreversible or irrevocable quality, and at times an cven pointless quality as
well, beeause they are typically about events that cannot be altered or changed.

Itis the awtomatic and intrusive nature of ruminations that separates them
from ordinary memories. Unlike information that simply resides in memory to
be recalled when it is needed and then stored away again not to return until
another need oceurs, riminations intrude—anytime and anywhere. Rumina-
tions arc not thoughts that are chosen to be remembered, but memories that
must be remembered. This urgency and driven quality makes ruminations less
pleasant than daydreams; and beeause most ruminations arc oriented toward the
past rather than solving problems for the future, they are less practical than
worry. The question of interest, then, is why we would have repeatedd thoughts
that are not particularly pleasant or useful., We begin our discussion of theorics
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of rumination by examining the idea that these thoughts e prompted (lu'ccll'y
by an emotional stimulus, and then we move to ideas centering on the person’s
more extended responses to such emotional events.

Trauma Theories

A commaon explamdion for why ruminations oncem is thal lhcy' :u'culhc
result of some trammatic or unpleasant event. From this perspective, “an
experience may be so exciting emotionally as :|In|usl. to leave a scar on the
cerehral tissues” (James, 1890, P 670), and rominations are the permanent
reminders ol the trammatic events that have taken plice. War vclcrnns.wh'u
expericnee Nashbacks and survivors of vicious 'nllncks are exinmples n.l .II.|.|:
phenomenon. The basie notion here is that there is something ill).ﬂlll .lhc llllll.'l
encoding or pereeption of an emotional event that increases the likelihood l!ml
memorics of the event will be retrieved repeatedly in the future (e.g., Horowitz,
1976). L .

Survivors of tramatic occurcences olten have * Nashbacks™ of (l'lslmlnng
cvents, Laub and Aucihaln (1993), Tor example, tell of a cnucclflmll.un.c:uup
survivor who at the age of 14 spent his first year in A\_lschtv'il'.l. wilh his Iulhcr'.
During this year, the father and son worked side by side. l!ns gave the S(t“..:
sense of protection and sceurily. Al some point, though, the Fither was sulcu‘l'uf'
Tor gassing. ‘That moment is still frozen in the son's memory, some 50 yu.u:s
Inter, “The moment of their separtion - the father being Ic4|'uw:|y, pul on i
truck, and the ek then setting of T, with the boy remaining lwlm_ul leph:'ss and
grich-stricken -has remained an ever-present, painful memory from which the
son cannot lind comtoit™ (p. 295). . . -

LExperimental studies have yielded some results consistent with the I.(|L-
that traumatic events prompt tumination. Subjects \vln-» are slm‘\'\'n :m.cl.nutmn-
producing film that could be thought of as “|||i!||-(|':||||v):| cx_lulnl ‘nmrc
intrusive, repetitive thoughts about the filim afterward (Ilm‘u\\.'llz. If75)..
Quantitative measures ol conscious expericnce support a lr.mnn:mc II.wmy~ n'l
rumination (Christianson, 1992). The key question, then, is how this clfect
occurs. ) .

Traumatic experiences may induce rumination because the atleet nss.ucuucd
with the event somehow creates an exceptionally strong memory. In their study
of *“Hashbulb memories,” for example, Brown and Kulick (1977) (Icvcln|')c(l
ihis idea in the context of an evolutionary explanation for the mcnmry-cmnlmn
relationship, According to their theory, unexpected and highty arousing cv.c:?ls
create highly vivid and detailed memories of unusual endurance as 8 mcn.ns or
future safety. Corrclational studies support this theory I)y' showing a slmng:
relationship between the vividness with which an event is recalled and the
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emotionality of the event at the time it occurred. The stronger the emotion, the
greater the vividness of subscequent recall (Reisherg & Heuer, 1992). 1t has not
been shown, however, that the sivival value of the emotion is itself refated 1o
memory strength,

Neurobiological rescarch provides clear evidence thal emotions aflect
memory through an influence on brain chemistry (e.g., Gold, 1992; Gold, 1995;
McCGiaugh, 1992). According to Gold (1992), stressful events canse the release
of epinephrine, or adrenaline, which in turn causes an inerease in circubiting
ghicase fevels. Glucose has been shown o enhance meinary (Gold, 1995).
When animals are taught particular discriminations under emotion-producing
conditions (such as clectrical shock), for example, their epinephrine and glu-
cose fevels increase-and their learing of the discriminations is improved as
well. Therelore, an event that evokes rage, panic, feiar, or other intease cmo-
tions may be more memorable becanse it is accompanicd by newrochemical
clfects that enhance learming.

Other support for a trawmatic theory of remination comes from rescarch on
individuals who suffer from post-tranmatic stiess disorder (PTSD). According
ta the American Psychiatric Association (1994), in order to be diagnosed with
PESD, there must be evidence of the occurrence of o trammiatic event (e.g.,
natural disasters, murder, vape, combat, accidents, or tecrotism) coupled with
inttusive thoughts about some aspect of the stiessor experienced. In fact,
Horowitz, Wilner, Kaltreider, and Alvarez (1980) have found as many as 90%%
of those questioned with PTSD experienced moderate raminations or preoceu-
pations during the wecek prior to their survey.

Tranmatization theories propose that intrusive thoughts occur because of
an immediate 1eaction to some initial event. However, it has been noted
that an event that causes one person to ruminate does not alleet avother
person in the same way, nor witl the same event clicit the same response al
two different times (Mclntosh, Harlow, & Martin, this issue). In fact, some
anmatic events are not imore memorable, but are in fact repressed for long
pertads of time (e.g., Lotlus & Kaufiman, 1992). What can account for this
discrepancy?

One possibitity is that it depends on the duration of the traumatic event —
whether it was a long-standing, repeated event versus a quick trauma (‘Perr,
1990). However, Loftus and Kaufman (1992) point out that this hypothesis fails
against the fact that many wnanticipated traumas do not reliably produce
accurate memories. His apparent, then, that attributing ramination to the simple
intensity or duration of an emotional event does not suflice as an explanation.

There seem to be othier factors that may influcnce ruminiation, one of which
involves the prior psychological or motivational state ol the person who expe-
ricnces a L.

/
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Incompleteness Theories

This approach to rumination is based on the idea that an cmotional even
ocewrs because of the attainment, or nonattainment, ol goals (e.g., Martin &
Tesser, 1989). According to this view, ruminations are the mind’s atlempt
continue an intended behavior. Ruminations do not occur because ol e
cmotional content of a lrawmatic event per se, but because the trimmi cases
interruption in reaching higher-order goals. For instance, failing an cxam o
losing a loved one miry cause naninations because these events iderrupt a poa
(i.c., passing a cliss or maintaining a relationship), and the incompletenest
spwrs lurther thinking about goal achicvement.

Martin and Tesser (1989) suggest that a Zeigamik effect (1927/1938) is 4
madel for the motivational component of rumination. According to this theory
our thoughts, feclings, and actions are direeted by goals or intentions (cl
Klinger, 1975; Lewin, 1954). We strive for these goals until we cither achieve
them or we decide 1o abandon them, When we fail 1o attain these goals,
“Zeigamik charge” is activated - a drive to complete an intermpted task. Thi:
charge is usually accompanicd by negative aftect and rumination which con
tinue until we cither reach the goal or we disengage from it From this point ol
view, our initial intention o do something creates a tension system that re
sponds o any blockage or redirection of the intention with thoughts mmn
emotional responses aimed at reinstiating the intended activity.

‘This notion also follows from Mandler's (1975) theovy of emotion. i
theory holds that the negative affect associated with blocked goals is cisee
by the interruption. Interruptions cause arousal in the autononiic nervou
system (ANS). Following arousal, we focus our atiention on the ANS
discharge and look for completion of that action. Completion, in turn.
should dissipate the ANS arousal. Therefore, when our goals are blocked,
the simplest response is to repeat the same behavior. Alter completion, ANS
arousal should disappear along with the aegative affect. The Zeigarnik
approach is also related to Klinger's (1978) theory of current conceins. in
his view, incomplete tasks frequently come to mind and ave in fact the
predominant content of consciousness. Such current concerns may include
unfinished actions, problems that need to be solved, emotional topics that
continue to give rise to emotional states, or other thoughts that represent
projects or future issucs. i _

Maitin and Tesser (1989) add the interesting contention that the unmet
goals that prompt ramination are not always open to introspeclive awareness,
According to their formulation, we may not be aware of an unattained goal
which may be driving the rumination. Because goals may function at different
levels in a hicrarchy, we are not always awarce of the goal at one fevel, while we
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are conscious of the goal at some other fevel (¢!, Vallacher & Wegner, 1987),
What this means, then, is that we may be guite unconscious of the infinished
business that is driving the ruminations, despite our painfully clear conscious-
ness of the ruminations themselves.

The goal-fulfdlment theory is closcly refated to the more general notion that
rumination may be involved in the scarch for the meaning ol past events. As
humans, we scarch for meaning in our lives (Baumeister, 1991). One ol the
goals of rumination scems to he to find meaning in a trimatic cevemt (e,
Hovowitz, 1976; Lehman, Wortman, & Williams, 1987; Silver, Boon, &
Stones, 1983). Faced with events that shatter their perception of a just or
sensible world, individuals may ruminate to lind reasons why certain events
have happened o them. The person who has had his or her ouse broken into
may ask, “Could | have avoided this?”" The victim ol incest may ask, * Why
me?” Ruminations are thus a way of attempting to find answers to lile's
difficult questions.

It is not always obvious what it means, however, (o “lind meaning.”
Analyses by Horowitz (1976) and by Silver ct al. (1983) suggest that rumina-
tions occur until we find meaning, but they offer various interpretations of how
such meaning arises. For instance, when we sufler a loss, we may search for

ways the loss could have been avoided (Lehman et al., 1987) and learning of

these might provide a meaningful context for the loss. Alternatively, we might
scek attributions for the loss, and simply arriving at some causal understanding
could amounnt to *finding meaning.” Having a clear cause in mind, alter all,
helps to put order and rationality back into our lives., Alternatively, it might be
a particular kind of attribution that would be most helpful. Pedhaps it would
help i we found that we were responsible for the problem (Bulimin & Wort-
man, 1977), or it might be usclul if we could see ousselves as free ol blame
(Taylor & Brown, 1988).

There is some empirical evidence for the clvim that ruminative thoughts are
used as i way o search for meaning. For instance, Silver et al, (1983) asked
survivors of incest the frequency with which they experienced ruminations
about their incestuous encounters (i.c., how ofien memories, thoughts, or
mental pictures of the incest experience popped into their minds) and the extent
to which such ruminations were intrusive and disrupted other activities. They
found that the more active the search for meaning, the more respondents
fepotted recurrent, intrusive, and disruptive raminations about the incest expe-
ricnce.

Searching for meaning following a traumatic occurrence, or simply trying
to move on alter losing a loved one, often takes the help of a support group. Our
next perspective focuses on the role of social support in avoiding unwanted
ruminations.
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Nondisclosure Theories

a3

A third perspective on ruminations is that they oceur hecause ol a filure to
talk about or disclose traumatic events (e.g.. Foa & Kozak, 1980; Frewd,
191471958: Lindemann, 1944; Penncbaker, 1985 Stiles, 1987). As noted
above, ruminations often occur following trammatic events. We think and stew,
trying to make sense of the unsensible. Hased on a cathartic view «»!'cxprcs;;icm,
unless we talk about and release these thoughts, they will continue. Like a
pressue cooker that needs to let off steam, it is benelicial, il not necessary, (o

express our thoughts, ‘
Therapists since Freud (1914/1958) have suggested that people should talk
about their emotional or traumatic experiences as a means of reducing fong-
term emotional disturbance. Empirical evidence supports this view (Pennie-
haker, 1989). Pennchaker (1985) suggests that when we are confronted with ‘
traumatic events that are not *acceptable,” we are not open to discuss them to ‘
the same degree that we might discuss ordinary cvents. Viclim..s' ol ul.msc or |
incest may not be able to discuss the event with anyonc, and victims of c.vcnls
that are not socially taboo may still find it difficult to find a receplive umll_cn'cc. |
Pennchaker suggests that, in such cases, the act of not discussing or confiding
the event with another may be more damaging than having expericneed the

cvent itsell.

Support networks scem to play a valuable role in helping a person to * work
through™ emotional pain. For instance, Pennchaker and O Heeron ( I-‘?Rll) have
found that spouses who discussed the death of their loved ones with fricnds and
family were fess likely to raminate about the death later. Nolen-tlocksema,

nrker, and Larson (1994) found that people with poorer social support net-
works repott more rminations than do people with betier ones. !\‘ilv%'r (l‘)').'l)
presents convineing evidenee that people who cannot share their emotions with
others beeause the others are unreceptive come to ruminate about those emo-
tional lopics.

However, disclosing traumatic events does not scem to reduce the oceur-
rence of ruminations in afl cases. For example, Verr (1983) did a longitudinal,
clinical study on the children involved in the Chowehilla ki(lnnpping: In 1976,
three kidnappers abducted 26 children and their bus_driver at gunpaint, drove
them around for about 11 hours, and buried them alive for 16 hours ina tractor-
teailer. Two of the kidnapped boys dug the group out. Terr discovered 4 years
following the traumatic event that the few children whose |mrcnls-c.:m'.om‘:rgcd
family discussions about the experience were not spared the effects of the
trauma. Nor were these children’s clinical conditions milder 4 1o S years later.

These findings suggest that there may be more to alleviating un\vamlu.‘d
intrusions than to talk about the unwanted feclings. Lane and Wegner (in
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press) offer a different spin on the relationship between intrusive thouglts and
disclosure. They suggest that intrusive thoughts occur not from the inability to
disclose, but from the psychological mechanisins involved in the atiempt to
keep things seerel. Lane and Wegner (in press), discovered, for instance, that
when subjects were asked to keep seerets, they experienced increased intrusive
thoughits about the unwaated topic. In addition, intrusive thoughts were also
positively corrclated with attempts at thought suppression. This finding oflers
yetanother possible link into the mechanism behind ruminations. 1t may be that
the individual’s mental control activitics Tollowing an emotional event create
and maintain ruminative thought.

Suppression Theory

In cach of the three previous views, emphasis has been placed on a traumiatic
oceurrence as the driving force behind ruminations. Friwma theorics propose
that traumiatic events cause an cmotionally intense reaction that produces
intrusive thouglts. Incompleteness theories suggest that taumidic events de-
stroy the sense of order in our lives, and ruminations occur as o motivated
attempt to put the order back. And, finally, nondisclosure theories maintain that
traumatic events must be revealed to others, or they continue (o burn in the
individual’s mind in the form of unwanted intrusive thoughts.

We propose an alternative mechanism for intrusive thoughts that focuscs
not on the traumatic occurrence, but on how people react to emotional thoughts
that return to mind following such an occurrence. Specilically, we suspect that
runiinations occur not only because of the trammatic event itsell, but as a result
of the fact that in the aftermath of the event, people may try not to think about
the event or its implications. Thought suppression ironically sets up an mo-
matic search for the very thing the person is trying to forget (Wegner, 1992,
1994). Instead of being able to bury the unwanted thoughts surrounding a
traumatic event, suppression makes these thoughts more accessible, even hy-
peraccessible. Eventually, these unwanted thoughts and ideas come (o intrude
repeatedly and uncontrollably. It seems that the harder we try to push unwanted
ruminations away, the more likely we are to think about them.

The aftermath of a traumatic event. Faced with the unpleasant and disturh-
ing thoughts that accompany traumatic events, it is common (o iry (o put the
thoughts out of mind. lfact, the use of thought suppression as a response to
psychological discomfort is widely documented (e.g., Horowitz, 1976; Penne-
baker, 1988; Silver ct al,, 1983; Terr, 1983; Wegner, 1994; Wegner & Penne-
baker, 1993). Avoidance of thoughts about trammatic occurrences is seen as a
means of escaping the negative emotions that accompany the thought.

However, complete avoidance of unwanted thoughts is usually unsuccess-

M
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ful. Sooner or later, the unwanted thought retums, and we find nursclycs
needing to suppress again. Eventually, we end up falling into a cyc!c altermating
between periods of rumination and periods of intentional supprcssmn.( Wegner,
1992, 1994). Horowitz (1976) says that this cycle is common following \II'L\\.
and has named the two poles the * intrusion state” and the *denial state. I'o
understand why we Fall into this cycle, it is important 1o took at what happens
when we try (o suppress an unwanted thought.

IWhite bears and the rebound cffect. Some of the initial work on the etfects
of suppressing an unwanted thought comes from the simple instruction, *lry
not to think of a white bear”™ (Wegner, 1994; Wegner, Schueider, Carter, &
White, 1987). People who are asked not to think about a target thought, such as
a white bear, are usually unsuccessful. In addition, people who are asked 1o
think about the target thought alter initially suppressing that thouglht will Inl'cr
think about it more than will people who never suppressed the thought to begin
with. These two findings, the fact that suppressed thoughts are hard to keep out
of mind and that thought suppression makes us think more often :nlm\.nl H
thoughi once suppression is teeminated, are keys o understanding why nmina-
tions accur.

Let us first look at why it is so difficult not to think of somcething. Sup-
pressed thoughts are hard o keep out of mind because of the inlclpluy‘hclwccn
two cognitive processes instituted by the intention 1o suppress. These mclm'lf: a
controlied distracter search and an automatic target scarch (Wegner, 1992). The
first process, the controlled distracter search, is a conscious, attention-demand-
ing search for thoughts that are not the unwanted thought. The sccond process,
the awtomatic target scarch, is a relatively less attention-demanding process that
searches for any sign of the unwanted thought. During suppression, the con-
scious search for distracters draws upon the individual’s pereeption and mem-
ary to replace the unwanted thought with another thought. 'I'h" automatic target
scarch process keeps watch, meantime, for any occuriences of the target, so that
the conscious search for a distracter can be reinstated if the target retuens to
mind (Wegner, 1992). What this means, though, is that the suppressed llmu'ghl
becomes the focus of an intensive awtomatic search process that operates with-
out conscious attention. This process can make the unwanted thought ironically
return to mind, especially when the search for distracters is sidetracked. .

Lvidence for such hyperaceessibility of suppressed thoughts comes Irfml
rescarch by Wegner and Erber (1992). In their study, subjects snppr.cssmg
neutral thoughts showed signs of automatic access to thuse llumgh!s. Using the
Stroop (1935) paradigm to measure the hyperaccessibility ol' supprcssc({
thoughts, Wegner and Erber found that the reaction times lor numlng.colors ol
words were greater when subjects were asked to suppress thinking ol the word
and under conditions of cognitive load than when there was no load or when
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subjects were asked to concentrate on the word. These results sugpest thin
thought suppression promotes an almost clfortless cognitive access o the
suppressed thought. In a sense, we end up placing a marker on the very thoughi
we are trying to bury.

In addition to the fact that suppressing a thought leads to the hyperaceessi-
bility of the unwanted thought, it also scems tnat thought suppression makes us
think of an unwanted thought more following suppression. This rebownd cffect
was demonstrated by Wegner o al. (1987). They suggest that the rehound
accns beeanse people distract themselves during the process of thought sup-
pression by thinking about a varicty of different distracting thoughts. Each time
the suppressed thought returns, people try again to distract themselves, often-
times picking another distracter. Ultimately, cach of the distracters uscil be-
comes associated with the unwanted thought and serves as a reminder when
suppression is later stopped. It may be that when we try desperately to not think
of something, we end up creating associations between the unwanted thought
and all the various distracters, which in turn serve as cues to remind us of the
unwanted thought at o later time,

Recent rescarch by Macrae, Bodenhausen, Milne, and Jetten (1994) has
revealed that suppressed thoughts continue to be highly accessible, even fol-
lowing suppression during the rebound period. This finding suggests that there
may be some connection between the hyperaceessibility and rebound cffects,
but further researchy will be necessary to establish the nature of this relationship.
Suffice it to say, al this point, that the two obscrved effects-- the hyperaceessi-
bility ol suppressed thoughts and the suppression-induced rebound effeet --
serve as a patential model for the creation of ruminative thought in everyday
life. Whereas thought suppression may be the coping strategy of choice, it
scems in actuality that itis difficult to sustain; it makes us think of the unwanted
thoughts rather than truly eliminate them and, in the long run, may isonically
fuel the very ruminations it is meant to undennine.

Emotional reactivity. Fuel for ruminations may not always be cognitive,
Wegner and Gold (1995, Study 1) examined the efTect of thought suppression
using a noncognitive measure, emotional reactivity. They explored whether the
suppression of emotional thoughts (e.g., a lost love) would promote an exag-
gerated emotional reaction when those thoughts returned. Subjects were asked
to think about an old Mame for a period of 8 min (half of the subjects were asked

to think about a still desired relationship-—a hot Mlame; while the other half

thought about a relationship no longer desired—a cold flame). Subjects were
then asked not to think about their old flame, or not to think about an irrclevant
target (the Statue of Liberty). In a subsequent expression period, subjects were
instructed to think about their old Name again.

The results revealed an interesting discrepancy. Using physiological re-
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sponsiveness as the measure of cmotional reactivity, a vehound elfect was
found. Subjects who were prompied 1o suppress the thought of their still-
desired old Mame showed a continued clevation in skin conductance level
(SCL) on thinking about the flame at a fater time. Subjects who suppressed the
comparison target (the Statue of Liberty), along with subjects in the cold [Tame
conditions, showed a decreased SCL as time went by, However, based on the
verbal ieport data, the rebound elfect only oceurred for the cold-Tlame subjects,
not for the hot-Name subjects. For the people who still desired the okd relation-
ship, suppression did not induce a cognitive preoccupation with the old Tame.

The results of this study suggest that the suppression ol thoughts of an old
fFame may promote the persistent psychological presence of the old flame in
the person’s mind, depending on the status of the old Qame. For individuals
who were not particularly attached to their old ftame, suppression created a
cognitive rebound effect, a later tendency to dwell on thoughts of the old Mame
when expression of these thoughts was invited. This echoes the suppression-
induced rebound cffect observed by Wegner et al. (1987). However, for indi-
viduals who still desired a relationship with their tost love, suppression did not
induce a preaccupation with the old Name measurable as an incieased tendency
to tatk at dength about the person later on, but rather ereated the inclination
toward an enhanced clectrodermal response during the fater opportunity to talk,
or an emotional rebound effect. This cmotional rebound effect was not ob-
served among subjects who merely suppressed thoughts of the Statue of Lib-
crly, nor was it present among subjects for whom the old flame was no longer
attractive,

Wegner and Gold (1995, Study 2) conducted another stndy to inchide the
sime instructions for suppression of the old flame that were used in the
previous experiment, but now to be compared with the influence of direct
instructions to think about the obd Mame in the manipulation period. Subjects
were again asked first to think about an old Hlame for a period of time; then,
half of the subjects were instructed to continue thinking of their old Hame,
while the other half were instructed not to think about their old Tame. tn a final
expression period, all subjects were again asked to think about the okd flame.

Results revealed the same discrepancy that occurred between the verbal
report data and the physiological data in the first study. Subjects who were in
the hot-flame condition who suppressed the thought of the past relationship
showed a continued elevation in SCL on thinking about the flame at a later
time. Their SCLL was clevated as compared 1o that of subjects in the cold fTame
conditions, or of subjects who had expressed their thoughts of the old (Tame
throughout, who showed a decrease in physiological responsivencss over
time. Once again, the verbal report data did not indicate a cognitive rebound
following suppression for subjects who were in the hot flame condition,
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whereas such an effect was found for those in the cold Hame condition,

The resulis of these two studics suggest that ruminations may al times be
fucled by more than cognitive processes. Emotional reactivity may play a role
in ruminations. It may be (he unexpected intrusiveness ol the cimotional
thoughts that may further amplify their emotion-producing power. Although
the person may not think of the hot Hame at very great tength aller suppression,
for example, it still may be that when these thoughts do return, they oceur with
such unexpected foree and suddenness that they generite a stronger emolional

_reaction than thoughts that are encountered intentionally. A few intrusions
would be all that is needed to fuel the emotional reaction,

Support for such an intrusion cffect has been shown by Wegner, Shortt,
Blake, and Page (1990). Subjects in these experiments were asked to give
continuous verbal reports while thinking about cither an exciting topic (i.c.,
sex) or a less exciting lopic (i.e., dancing). During this time, SCL was moni-
tored continuously. It was found that trying not to think about sex, as did
thinking about sex, clevated SCL. compared to thinking or not thinking about
dancing. However, the most inderesting Hinding was that cach time an intrusion
of the exciting thought entered the subject’s mind during suppression, it intro-
duced a further surge in $C'1.,

Reanalyses of the Wegner and Gold (1995) data have been performed that
extend their conclusions in interesting directions. Wegner and Zanakos (1994
Study 6) examined whether chronic thought suppregsion inclines individuals
toward reactivity to emaotional stimuli, by analyzing additional dita from
Wegner and Gold rescarch, In their reanalysis, Wegner and Zanakos sought (o
test whether high chronic thought suppressors show an increase in arousal (o
cimotional stimuli (a dishabituation response), rather than habitation. Using
scores on the White Bear Suppression Inventory to measure chronic thought
suppression, Wegner and Zanakos found that subjects high in thought suppres-
ston showed increased electrodermal response, even in a second period of talk
about the old Name, wherceas those lower in thought suppression appear to have
habituated to thoughts of the hot flame. These findings suggest that people who
chronically suppress thoughts may unwittingly make themselves more emo-
tionally responsive to reminders of those thoughts.

In another reanalysis of these data, Wegner, Lane, and Dimitri (1994)
looked at the covariation between an individual's atiempt 1o keep a past
relationship seeret and the person’s current preoccupation with that relation-
ship. They found that these variables were linked at the individual level.,
Obsessive preoccupation with a past relationship significantly predicted reports
that the relationship was sceret. Secrecy seemed to prompt the thought of the
past relationship to return to mind, along with a continued search for why the
relationship ended and a tendency to stop thinking about the old flame.
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Conclusions

Taken together, the studies on thought suppression suggest that the suppres-
sion ol wnwanted thoughts may in fact fuel the very emotions and thoughts we
are trying to avoid. Thought suppression may set up a state in which we not
only increase the amount we think about an unwanted thought, but potentially
also sharpen our amotional ceaction to those thoughts, Research on l.hcsc
phenomeni is still under way, and the precise relations between the emational
and cognitive elfects of suppression are not fully worked out. We can conctude
al this time that responding to unwanted thoughts with suppression under
instructions in laboratory studies can make peaple develop minor ruminative
symptoms. Such findings suggest a new way to coneeptualize the production of
ruminations in everyday lile,

Although we have discussed four different perspectives lor why runfi{m-
tions occur, these shoutd not be considercd mutuadly exclusive or compelitive
positions. Good evidence exists in cach realm, and it is probably more zlccm.'nlc
to think of ruminations occurring because of some interaction of the four
theories. The initial trauma, the need for completion, the drive tor disclosure,
and the negative consequences of thought suppression may all play a role in
promoting intrusive thougius.

One way o try to integrate these views is to explore the roles ol cacliin a
general thought suppression model. (You knew we'd say this, didn’cyou?) I-"ur
instance, while the cmotionatity of a traunmat may provide the initial spark for
intrusive thoughts, it may be the cmotional unpleasininess ol the st .I"cw
returns of travmatic thoughts that initiates a response ol thought suppression;
suppression, then, may provide the fuel for continued intrusions. In this view,
a trima may well have serious influences on mcmory and rumination, but the
issue of long-term adaptation 10 the trauma is o malter of the imlividuul"s
suppressive or nonsuppressive response to the initial returns ol the fraumatic
thoughts and cmotions. Flashbacks and ruminations occurring years aller a
trauma may no longer be traceable to the initial memory trace of the trauma,
and may instead be the result of cycles of suppressive responses to the recur-
rence of these thoughts.

Thought suppression may also provide insight into the way incumpl.clcncss.
promoltes wmination. 1t could be that the Zeigamik effeet itself is a form ol
response to suppression. When a person is kept from completing some goal or
intention, the state of tension that is produced may not sesult from the

strength of the original motivation, bt may instead arise from the act ol

suppressing thoughts about that goal or intent. The desire for meaning or for
completion that seems to be disturbed by the accurrence of a trauma (.:ould.
perhaps, be another way of desceribing the turmoil that arises when one is lnrcc'(l
by circumstances to stop thinking about what one has dearly wanlted. In this
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view, it ts the suppression of thoughts about goals that makes incompleteness
so aversive. By the same token, then, any approach that lessened the desire for
suppression or the use of suppressive strategics in the adjustment to the failure
to attain a goal would be of potential therapeutic value.

It is also possible to find a role for suppression in the mechanisms underly-

ing the role of disclosure in rumination. Afier all, it would seem that one highly

cffective way to prevent disclosure of thoughts to others would be to avoid
thinking about them. [tmay be that in the desire to avoid taboo topics or to keep
scerets about oneself and one’s problems, people commonly resort to thought
suppression as a strategy. To the degree that disclosure is an effective way to
climinate rumination, this “talking cure™ may come from the release of thought
suppression.

Ruminations may originate for a number of various reasons, in sum, but il
scems they may continae because of our attempts to control them. We think of
something again and again because it is distressing, because it disturbs our
plans, because we don’ttell others about it, and perhaps ultimately, because we
iry not to. There are many ways in which something can become a Zahir.
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