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Thought Suppression

People often try to control their thoughts in the hope that they will there-
fore be able to control their emotions, behaviors, or performances. It is clear
from everyday life that the control of mental activity meets with some success:
people can sometimes concentrate or study at will; they can sometimes elimi-
nate bothersome worries from mind; they can sometimes relax, sometimes get
aroused, sometimes get in a better mood; they may even seem to reduce their
thoughts of food during a diet or of cigarettes while trying to quit smoking.
And people who are grieving over a loss sometimes conclude that their even-
tual recovery was the result of putting the loss out of mind. Within a certain
range of everyday uses, then, people can exercise some mental control. But in
terms of the overall topic of enhancing human performance, the key issues for
this chapter are research and theory on why people suppress thoughts, how
effective thought suppression may be, what later consequences may result
from it, and what alternatives exist that may be more effective in the pursuit of
freedom from unwanted thoughts.

The form of thought suppression considered in this chapter is the inten-

tional avoidance of a thought or category of thoughts: for example, “I don’t

want to think about food” or “I won’t think about my ex-husband.” This
kind of suppression is distinguished from thought suppression that occurs in
the service of intentional attention to something else. Wegner and Schneider
(1989) distinguished between primary and auxiliary suppression: when one
suppresses a thought simply to avoid that thought, they termed it primary
thought suppression; when one suppresses a thought in order to focus on
something else, it is auxiliary thought suppression. This chapter is about
primary thought suppression.! '

277
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Primary thought suppression is, insome sense, more troublesome than
auxiliary thought suppression. Rather than having a handy replacement
thought, in primary thought suppression one has no obvious “next thing to
think.” One simply wants to escape a current thought, w1thout a particular
idea or activity to replace it.

MOTIVATION

One easy way to find out why people might suppress thoughts is to look
over the titles of self-help books in any bookstore. Such books tout them-
selves as aids to the satisfaction of a variety of self-improvement. desires,
among them helping to produce freedom from worry, fear, depression, ad-
diction, overweight, anger, low self-esteem, obsession, victimization, bad
relationships, thoughts about traumatic life events, secrets of the past, stress,
failure at work, and so on (see Starker, 1989). Quite aside from whether
reading these books is useful in any way, the topics of the books present a
catalog of issues for which people are seeking help, and thought suppres-
sion is a form of self-help, a strategy that is so simple and direct that one
doesn’t need to visit either a psychologist or a bookstore.

In general, it appears that thought suppression may be chosen as a self-
help strategy when people are attempting to avoid painful emotions (e.g.,
fear, depression, anxiety), to control unwanted actions that the thoughts
suggest (e.g., eating during a diet, smoking, suicide), to prevent the commu-
nication of secret or undesirable thoughts (e.g., victimization, inappropriate
sexual desires or relationships), to prevent thoughts that may cause ineffec-
tive performance (e.g., failure, worry, low. self-esteem), or to stop thoughts
that are themselves abhorrent and appear to be occurring too often (e.g.,
death of a family member, hurting a child). Studies of the unwanted thoughts
of both normal individuals and those diagnosed as having clinically signifi-
cant obsessions indicate that people have a wide range of reasons to wish
their thoughts away (Edwards and Dickerson, 1987; Rachman and de Silva,
1978; Rachman and Hodgson, 1980; Salkovskis and Harrison, 1984). Al-
though some people prefer to use thought suppression more:than do others,
everyone seems to engage in suppression from time to time (Wegner and
Zanakos, in press).

Thought suppression is often chosen as a mental control strategy in
performance contexts. There are a variety of thoughts and actions that one
might not want to experience when performance is at issue. For example,

one might want to suppress thoughts of a previous bad performance or of a:
flaw in one’s techmnique—such as raising one’s. shoulder in swinging a golf
club-—that is not desirable for performance. Like the desire not to hook the:
golf shot, the desire to avoid any performance flaw can be a compellmgf

motive for suppression in a variety of performance settings.
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Thought suppression strategies have also been recommended as forms
of professional help. The idea that people can stop thoughts at will, and
should be encouraged to do so, has been present in the psychological litera-
ture .at least since the late nineteenth century (see Rosen and Orenstein,
1976). Thought stopping was introduced as a psychotherapeutic regimen in
the contemporary literature by Wolpe and Lazarus (1966). Although there
are a number of variations on the technique, in general a therapist recom-
mends that a client suffering from some unwanted thought practice stopping
it (usually first with the therapist, then later alone). In some variations, a
client may be encouraged to say “stop” aloud, or even make a noise, move
abruptly, or self-administer a mildly painful stimulus each time the thought
recurs. In some case§, a therapist proposes that the client replaces the
thought with some specific distractor. The technique of thought stopping is
now widely recommended as. a potentially effective treatment for several
psychological symptoms (e.g., Ross, 1984; Seligman, 1990; Stauffer and
Petee, 1988).

Thought suppress1on, then, is both a self-help technique and a strategy
that is recommended by psychotherapists. Thought suppression is something
people may attempt whenever they encounter circumstances in which they

desire self-control—whenever there is a schism between what they might naturally

say, do, or feel and what they would prefer to say, do, or feel.

EFFECTIVENESS

When one is motivated to suppress a thought, can it be done? The
answer to this question depends on-how successful one wants the suppres-
sion to be. If one is asking for total victory, then the answer is a clear no.

Overall, studies of thought-stopping techniques have indicated the likely
ineffectiveness of suppression for some time. = Clinical reports that thought
stopping can be effective in individual cases are balanced by others that report
it is ineffective, and such case research is difficult to evaluate or summarize.
More controlled clinical studies that compare thought stopping to other thera-
peutic strategies—such as desensitization or relaxation, or even to no strategy
at all—sometimes show positive results (Arrick et al., 1981), but more fre-
quently the results are negative (Neziroglu and Neuman, 1990; Stern, 1978;
Stern et al., 1973; Teasdale and Rezin, 1978). Summaries of the literature
have repeatedly concluded that the technique remains unproven despite con-
siderable research (Reed, 1985; Tryon, 1979). In sum, thought syppression as
a therapeutic regimen for people suffering from naturally occurring unwanted
thoughts does not appear to provide relief from those thoughts.

When a person attempts to suppress a thought under instructions to do
s0 in a laboratory experiment, in turn, various measures indicate that the
thought is still very much in mind. An early observation of the difficulty of
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suppression in the laboratory was made by Wegner et al. (1987), who asked
subjects to try not to think of a white bear as the subjects reported their
thoughts aloud. Although subjects regularly voiced a plan to distract them-
selves, and did report intervals of successful absorption in other things, they
were incapable of sustaining suppression for very long. The typical partici-
pant. expressed a replacement thought only to the end of a sentence, para-
graph, or some other pause in the flow, and then abruptly signalled the
occurrence of a thought about a white bear. On average, this happened
more than onceé a minute in a 5-minute period. This effect has been repli-
cated in several investigations (Clark et al., 1991; Lavy and van den Hout,
1990; Wegner et al., 1991; Wenzlaff et al., 1991).

People show similar vexations in their oral and written reports when
they .try to suppress thoughts that are more involving and relevant than a
white bear. People cannot easily suppress thoughts of depressing events
when they are asked to do so (Conway. et al., 1991; Roemer and Borkovec,
in press; Wenzlaff et al., 1988); they show similar difficulty in suppressing
thoughts of exciting or arousing topics (Roemer and Borkovec, in press;
Wegner et al., 1990), and they also express difficulty in stopping thoughts
of people when instructed to do so (Wegner and Gold, 1993). By the
simple measure of conscious reports of thought recurrence, then, thought
suppression does not work, '

Somewhat more surreptitious measures suggest similar conclusions.
Psychophysiological evidence suggests the difficulty of thought suppression
without any reporting requirement at all. For example, when subjects are
asked to suppress thoughts that are exciting (say, of sex), they show skin
conductance level (SCL) reactivity rivaling the strength of reactions that
occur when they are asked explicitly to entertain those thoughts (Wegner et
al,, 1990). Other studies have also called on subjects to inhibit thinking
about an exciting thought (using different kinds of instructions or situ-
ational pressures) and similarly observed increased SCL in comparison with
subjects given no special instructions (Cohen et al., 1956; Martin, 1964;
Koriat et al., 1972; and Pennebaker and Chew, .1985).

The continued influence of suppressed thoughts can also be discerned

with the use of measures. of cognitive accessibility—the ease with which the

thought influences cognitive processing (see Higgins and King, 1981). Wegner ~
and Erber (1992) examined the accessibility of suppressed thoughts by impos-

ing cognitive loads on subjects who were attempting suppression during cog-

nitive tasks. In one experiment, subjects made associations to word prompts
as they tried to suppress thinking about a target word (e.g., house) or tried to ¥
concentrate on that word. Under the load imposed by time pressure to make
fast associations, subjects gave the target word in response to target-related -
prompts (e.g., home) more often during suppression than during concentra- :
tion. In a second experiment, Wegner and Erber used the Stroop color-word
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interference paradigm to measure accessibility. In this experiment, reaction
times for naming colors ef words under conditions of cognitive load were
found to be longer when subjects had been asked to suppress thinking of the
word than they were without load or when subjects had been asked to concen-
trate on the word (see also Wegner et al., in press).

The results of these investigations support the idea that thought sup-
pression prompts the creation of an automatic cognitive process that searches
for the suppression target. It does seem that during thought suppression
some part of a person’s mind is ironically tuned to the very thought she or
he wishes to stop. This research suggests that this part-of-the-minds phe-
nomenon indeed makes one more sensitive to that thought—at least while
intentional attempts to distract oneself from the thought are undermined by
concurrent activities.' In fact, that corner of the mind makes a person more
sensitive in the act of suppression than when one is intentionally concen-
trating on that thought.

Further indications of the potential ineffectiveness of thought suppres-
sion can be found in research on directed forgetting. To some degree, the
suppression of thoughts is related to forgetting: it is much easier to keep a
thought from consciousness, after all, if that thought can be completely
erased from memory. This was an early observation of Freud (e.g., 1915/
1957), one that suggests that a key measure of successful suppression would
be the occurrence of forgetting.

In studies of intentional forgetting (sée reviews by Anderson and Bjork,
in press; R. A. Bjork, 1989), subjects are given material to learn and are
asked at some point to forget it. The results of this research indicate that
the recall of to-be-forgotten information is indeed impaired in comparison
with information that is to be remembered. People are less able to volun-
teer those items they have been instructed to forget than the ones they have
been asked to remember. It is possible, of course, that subjects in such
experiments are reluctant to recall the information just because they are
trying to humor the experimenter and go along with the request to forget.
But a more subtle measure of memory suggests another indication of forget-
ting, one that is less susceptible to intentional contrivance: items that are to
be forgotten don’t seem to get in the way of later attempts to remember
other things. As a rule, the standard finding in memory studies is that the
presentation of one set of items to be remembered will interfere with a
subject’s ability to recall a subsequent set of items. This interference is not
as likely to occur if subjects have been directed to forget the first set (R. A.
Bjork, 1970; Geiselman et al., 1983).

This finding does not mean that the to-be-forgotten information is gone,
however, because there are a variety of signs that it still has important effects.
One key finding is that the recognition of to-be-forgotten information remains
at about the same level as corresponding to-be-remembered information (e.g.,
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Elms et al., 1970; Geiselman =t al.,, 19583). In other words, when & memory
ezt involves asking subjects (o recognize whether specific items are ones that
gppeared in the initizl memory list (rather than asking for free recall of the
items), the subjects are as prone (o recognize the items they tied to forget as
those they tred to remember. Similarly, indirect tests of memory that exam-
ine the influence of items without specifically asking subjects to recall the
items—such as word-fragment. stem completion, ar perceprual identification
tests—also show effects of exposure to the to-be-forgoetlen items that are about
the same as [o-be-remembered items (Basden et al., in press: E. L. Bjork et al.,
1990; Paller, 19940, Fipally, recall of the w-be-forgotten items can be rein-
stated fully by their being presented again as to-be-remembered items (Gelselman
and Bagheri, 1985).

These findings and others suggest it is reasonable to say that directed
forgetting produces retrieval inhibition.  [ntentional access to the to-be-
forgotten items through [tee recall is inhibited, but the items remain at full
strength as fur as their storage in memory. Considered together, the studies
of thought suppression and directed forgerting suggest an interesting possi-
bility. It may be thal environmental cues to suppressed thoughts or the to-
be-forgotlen items play a particularly important role in returning those items
to conscious attention.  The swdies of thought suppréssion effectiveness
generally show that the suppressed thoughts return sutomatically in response
to relevant cues—as when, for example, people were cued to think the
unwanted thought by the presentation of associated words or by the presen-
tation of the thoughts themselves (Wegner and Erber, 1992; Weaner et al,,
in press); These findings are comparable o the findings of research on
dirccted forgetting thatt incdicate that the cecognition of lo-be-forgotten items
is unimpaired,

Taken together, the studies suggest that the swecess of thought suppres-
sion may depend on the absence of environmental cues to the thooght, A
person may be able (o keep a thought from mind, or to inhibit the retrieval
of a memory, as long as the person is not reminded of the target by cues in
the environment.

Alfthough research on this possibility is incomplete. this suggestion makes
sense in view of the finding that distractions from unwanted thoughts or
emations can somelimes be quite successful (e.g., Nolen-Hocksema, 1993)
In terms of dirccted forgetting, it is also known that the presentation of new
information to be remembered aids in inhibiting the recall of ftems that are
to be forgotten (Gelfand and Bjork, 1985y Tt is possible that when circum-
stances allow a person 1o be isolated from cues 1o unwanted thoughts or
inhibited memories, the person can achieve some minimal level of frecdom
from those thoughts or memories. To the extent that one can hecome im-
mersed in absorbing activides that have no relevance to suppressed thoughts
Or MEmorics, one may escape those thoughts for @ time, If there arc re-
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Placements for old information that allows one 1o successfully update memories,
4.person may not suffer from the undesired retrieval of old items. Bu there
are many sources of reminders, sometimes very subtle, that can bring sup-
prcss::d thoughts back very quickly, and sensitivity to those reminders will
remain for some time following suppression (Wegner and Erber, 1592,

:I']'lE evidence currently available indicates that thought 5upp.rcssian can
rfc difficult, even in the short run, When there are compelling replacements
for an ulnwurlll.:d thought, as in the case of new information that is prisented
during intentional forgetting, a person may beable o avoid an unwanted
thought, perhaps indefinitely. If no mew information is available, how-
E¥er—aor even worse, if reminders of the thought are presented—a person
will schumh o the thought very casily. Having once tried not to think of
something, 2 person becomes a pawn to subsequent circumstances, perhaps
able to svoid the thought but sensitive to it's recall il eovironmental cues
are presented, =

CONSEQUENCES

It seems difficult to stop oneself from unintentional recall after having
tried thought suppression (Rachman and de Silva, 1978} The thought re-
turns to mind in such sharp bursts when one is reminded of it that one maiy
well find oneself trying to suppress it again. Still. there are times when it Is
possible to relax suppression and let one’s mind do what it will. It appears‘
there are moments when it is even possible to return to formerly suppressed
thoughts and think about them on purpose. What happens then?

Thought Rebound

Soine laboratory research indicates that thinking about a topic that was
bnce suppressed can become unusually precccupying. This rebound of a
suppressed thought was initially observed among subjects who had heen
ask?d to suppress the thought of a white bear (Wegner et al., 1987). The
subjects individually thought aloud for 5 minutes and rang a bell if the
thaught of & white bear came to mind during suppression. As noted above,
the subjects typically rang the bell and mentioned the thought of a white
bqar cccasionally during this time. When the subjects were next asked 1o
think about a white bear for a simifar interval, they produced more mentions
and more bell rings than did subjects who had simply been thinking of a
white beadr from the stari. i

'T_'!'u: rebound effect has been ohserved several times for bell rings and
mentions during & think-aloud period (Wegner et al., 1987: Weener ef al.
1991). It has also been observed when individuals write their mn:'w-l:u'u'mr
thoughts and make check marks on paper for thought occurrences {‘»‘F’eri‘z[ztl'hf
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et al,, 1991). These experiments have typically contrasted thought frequen-
cies that occur when subjects are asked to think about something with those
that occur when subjects are asked to think about something following a
period of suppressing that thought. - The rebound has also been observed
among individuals who were asked to think about anything (not just the
suppressed thought) following suppression (Clark et al., 1991). The effect
is not always a strong one; it has not been observed at significant levels in
studies attempting to replicate it with reduced sample sizes (Merkelbach et
al., 1991). '

The rebound effect appears to occur because of a certain “stickiness” of
suppressed thoughts that is brought about by what people do during suppres-
sion. Typically, suppression brings to mind many items other than the sup-
pressed thought. The person turns from one distracter to another, and another,
as each fails to keep the unwanted thought away. The critical feature of such
unfocused self-distraction is that it creates associations between the unwanted
thought and all the various distracters. If one has focused in turn on a door-
knob, the weather, and an intransigent fingernail as distracters from the thought
of a white bear, for instance, these items are now likely to be reminders of a
white bear, at least more so than the person did before the suppression. This
means that many of the person’s current contents of mind become linked to
the unwanted thought during suppression. These items can then serve as cues
to remind the person of the thought when the thought is invited—so to yield
the observed rebound effect.

One test of this explanation of the rebound was offered by Wegner et al.
(1987). This study called for some subjects to use a “focused” self-distraction
strategy for suppression. Subjects were asked to try not to think of a white
bear, but to think of a red Volkswagen in case they did. This instruction was
intended to help subjects avoid using their current thoughts and context as
distracters and was expected to produce an attenuation of the rebound effect.
And in fact, this outcome was observed for bell rings and think-aloud men-
tions: the results showed a rebound effect only among those subjects for

whom no special strategy was suggested. Presumably, subjects given the red”

VW as a distracting focus were later unlikely to think about red VWs ‘very
much during their ppportunity to express the unwanted thought and so escaped
the unusual level of contextual reminding that underlies the rebound.

If unfocused self-distraction operates by forging connections between -
environmental features and the unwanted thought, then the continuity of :

context between suppression and later expression would seem to be a key
condition for the rebound effect. This possibility was tested when Wegner

et al. (1991) asked subjects to suppress or express thoughts of white bears
in the context of a slide show featuring either classroom scenes or shots of:

household appliances. Subjects who next expressed white bear thoughts i

a different slide-show context showed no evidence of rebound. However, "
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when these same subjects were invited again to express white bear thoughts
with the initial slide-show context reinstated, the rebound appeared. Those
who had initially suppressed the thought later experienced a rebound. of
preoccupation with it—but only when they were once again exposed to the
slide show during which the suppression had taken place.

These findings indicate that the context of suppression plays a critical
role in the rebound effect. Items on a person’s mind become bonded to the
unwanted thought during suppression, such that later reinstatements of con-
text that bring back those items may have the effect of reintroducing the
unwanted thought. Wenzlaff et al. (1991) followed up this idea to investi-
gate the role of thought suppression in the bonding of thought and mood.
They noted that a variety. of research programs had examined, with mixed
success, the possibility that thoughts experienced while a person is in a
particular mood state might be more easily retrieved when that mood was
experienced anew (e.g., Bower and Mayer, 1985). Research of this kind
had not investigated suppressed thoughts, though, focusing instead only on
thoughts that were given attention during a mood state. If suppression links
the suppressed thought to context, then suppression of a thought during a
mood state should link the thought to the mood such that the later reactiva-
tion of one would lead to the reinstatement of the other.

In one experiment, Wenzlaff et al. (1991) induced subjects by music to
experience either a positive or negative mood and asked them to report their
thoughts in writing while trying to think or not to think about a white bear.
Later, all subjects were asked to think about a white bear and write their
thoughts during a second mood induction (using different but equally moody
music). These thought reports indicated that subjects who experienced similar
moods during the periods of thought suppression and expression displayed a
particularly strong rebound of the suppressed thought during the expression
opportunity. Those who were led to experience different moods during
initial suppression and later expression showed lessened evidence of a re-

" bound effect.

A second experiment by Wenzlaff et al. (1991) tested the complemen-
tary connection—whether thought bonded to mood during suppression could

:later reinstate that mood. Initially, subjects who were in music-induced

positive, negative, or neutral moods were asked to think or not to think

about a white bear. Later, all subjects were asked to think about a white
_"bear for a period, after which they reported their moods. The mood reports
- showed that subjects who had initially tried to suppress white bear thoughts
'.‘-exp.erienced a reinstatement of the mood state that existed during the initial
-period of suppression. Those who first expressed white bear thoughts showed
«no evidence of such reinstatement.

These findings suggest that suppression may create a bond between a

")thOUght and the cognitive and emotional context in which the thought is
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Perhaps the reason that emotional thoughts do not seem to rebound is
that the emotional reactions they promote are themselves heightened by
prior suppression, and people therefore subtly suppress the thought even as
it rebounds. In the old flame study, for example, Wegner and Gold (1993)
tested the effect of suppression on psychophysiological reactivity to thoughts
of an old flame. Subjects in the two experiments were asked to think about
an old flame, and an initial finding was that those who thought about a hot
flame showed higher skin conductance level (SCL) than those who focused
on a cold flame. Subjects were then instructed either not to think about
their old flame or to perform a comparison task (not thinking about the
Statue of Liberty or thinking about the old flame). In a final period, sub-
jects in both experiments were asked again to think about the old flame.
Subjects who had previously suppressed the thought of a hot flame showed
elevated SCL; those who had not suppressed the thought showed lowered
SCLs; those focusing on a cold flame showed no such effect of suppression.
These results suggest that trying not to think about a still-desired relation-
ship may prolong emotional responsiveness to thoughts of the relationship
(see also Wegner and. Zanakos, in press).

Cioffi and Holloway (1993) found a parallel effect that thought sup-
pression can also increase sensations of pain after the painful stimulus is
removed. In'a study of cold pressor pain, subjects were asked to submerge
one hand in a circulating icewater bath as they tried either to focus on the
pain, to suppress thoughts of the pain, or to distract themselves from the
pain by focusing on an image. During the cold pressor task, subjects sup-
pressing the pain showed higher SCL than those in the other conditions.
When the cold pressor was stopped, subjects who had tried to suppress
thoughts of the pain showed slower recovery from the experience in their
self-reports of pain than the other subjects. And when all subjects were
later given ambiguous somatic stimulation (an innocuous vibration on the
back of the neck), those who had previously suppressed the pain rated the
stimulation as more unpleasant than did those in the other groups. Suppres-
sion of pain thoughts, like the suppression of emotional thoughts, appears to
magnify subsequent responses.

Research on postsuppression effects suggests that there are effects of
attempts at thought suppression that presist even after its simple ineffective-
ness is discovered. When people attempt thought suppression despite its
ineffectiveness, they may often provoke ironic consequences—effects that
are precisely the opposite of those they are attempting. Trying not to think
about something can, at least in some circumstances, increase one’s later
Preoccupation with that thought. And trying not to think about something
of emotional significance may undermine the usual tendency to habituate to
that thought and so prolong the emotion. By trying to suppress unwanted
worries, moods, or self-defeating thoughts, people may in effect be increas-
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he emotional power of the very worries, moods, or thoughts they are

to Suppress.
The sensitivity that thought suppression produces could be a complicat

ing factor in a variety of psychological problems. It has been noted by
several researchers, for instance, that people suffering from even mild de-
pression exhibit automaticity in their depressive thinking (Bargh and Tota,
1988: Gorlib and McCann, 1984; Wenzlaff, 1993). In other words, de-
pressed |'|_:|1|‘I|L' are 5o sensitive (o dupr-:n:.i*.'r thoughts that such thoughts are
they wre devoting the larger share of their
attention to .>[Ih_| 1.|nn;:z. ||'|i:~ is precisely the kind of sensitivity that is
problematic

promoted by [|1c11|;:h' suppression, and the observation that such
sensilivity sccompanies depression raises the possibility that depressed people
their own difficulties—by trying to
v to sad thoughts that occurs with
" depression as it is a symptom of

may be unwittingly invalved in creat

syppress them. Perhiaps the sensitiv

depression is not as much a sympiom ol
the person’s attempl to -'||:|]1|'-:S:: unwanted depressing thoughts. Ironically
il lgmentably, the fight against sad thoughts may actually strengthen them

(Wenzlalf et al., ]Uh::..*.

People with other psychological ik show automatic access
to thouehts related o the problem. Individuals reporting phobiss, for n

stance, show evidence of unusoal sensitivity to their phobias in the Stroop
color-word paradigm (Warts et al., 1986). It is possible that the strong
motive 1o avoid not only the phobic object or situation, but also thoughts of
sht suppression. The resulting high levels
ed by these people, then, may actually be

it, could prompt attempis at thoug
of thought aceessibility experier
caused in part by their attempts at thought suppression. Chronic levels of
autpmatic activation could be produced by the mental control strategies that
overcome unwanted thoughts of spiders.

|'|'.'|1|1||,' use in their allempis 1o
inakes, public speaking, or 8 variety of other phobia wrgets. More gener
ally, the stresses that introduce mental load at many points in life may have
the result of turning people's struggle against unwanted, seemingly auto-

matic mental states into an invitation for these states to be overwhelming.

ALTERNATIVES

have reviewed on the negative effects of thought sup
an keep people from suppressing thoughts

pressicn suggesis that anything .
would be useful as o way of avoiding the effects that suppression can pro-
mote. But people are often guite tied to their strategy of suppression, and
; : 4 ACE rll.l_\l

rward general alternative to suppression is exactly

s altermabves are nol
The most straight!
gtion on an unwanted thought. This solution has been

se—LC 0N

its reve
recommended by many different kinds of psychologists, using quite varied
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ge, beginning most clearly with Sigmund Freud. Freud (1914/1958)
:sted that people should talk about their emotional or traumatic experi-
ences a4 a means of reducing long-term emotional disturbance, and this
wsal was meant in part as a way to avoid suppression of thoughts.
.|Jmu :li Freud and others also said that there was something useful about
the l_"'-.|III_aSIOIl or unleashing of emotion all by itself—the production of a
catharsis”—this observation has not been well-substantiated by the experi-
mental litsrature (e.g., Geen and Quanty, 1977; see also Zillmann, 1993).
51ill, other research suggests that the expression of emotion does have
its uses. Rachman (1980) has argued that the processing of emotion re-
quires time and attention and that prevention of this activity by suppression
spurs continued emotion.  Similarly, Foa and Kozak (1986) suggest that
corrective information about emotional reactions may not be appreciated in
the rush (o suppress or avoid emotional thoughts and that a return to these
ileas 1s critical for recovery from emotional pain. These theorists empha-
size the therapeutic effects of exposure to the emotional thoughts per se,
and there is much evidence that exposure is indeed helpful. Pennebaker and
0 Hn erom (1984) found, for example, that spouses who discussed the death
izir loved ones with friends and family were less likely to later dwell on
- thz. The question of interest, then, is whether randomly assigning
peaple to talk about emotional events with others would have the effect of
cing suppression and rumination about these events.
ie research of Pennebaker (1990) on this topic is particularly instruc-
tive. He has conducted a series of studies that examine the psychological
and health effects of communicating about traumatic events, on the theory
that people usually inhibit such disclosure and suppress thoughts about the
events and that this produces rumination, chroniC physiological activation,
and healil -deterioration. In a demonstration of what happens when this
tendency s reversed, Pennebaker and Beall (1986) asked people to spend
four consecutive evenings writing about past traumatic events. Those sub-
jects who were asked not only to tell the facts of the events, but also to
describe their emotions—and who did indeed achieve high levels of disclo-
sure—szhowed improvements in their physical health in comparison with

other subjects who did not take part in such disclosure. This phenomenon
has been observed in other studies showing not only these health effects
(e.z.. Pennebaker et al., 1990), but also improvements in immune function

aker et al., 1988).

Fennebaker (1993) reports that following a traumatic or disastrous event
that affects many people (e.g., an earthquake, volcanic eruption, or presi-
dential assassination), the initial reaction of most people is to talk about it.
Thus, during the early phases of response to such a stress, people show
remarkable psychological resilience and a relatively low level of stress-
induced illness. Within a few weeks, however, the topic becomes less
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tendency to aveid the public hashing and
people beoin to find that raminations
Apparently, with the

timely, and there is a progressi
rehas:;ﬁr:i.' of the event. At this
about the event builds up to more distressing ]
inhibition of talk about the event comes the suppression of thoughts abouot

point
levels.

the event and then the negative consequences of suppression. The implica-
tion of Pzonebaker’s research 15 that psychological and health responses
even to disasters could be improved by interventions that encourage people
to talk about the ¢

In the case of anxieties or phobias, research alse indicates that o rever-
sal of suppression is olten helpful. Therapeotic regimens |I1:L|I involve nsk-
ing a chient o accepl graded increments in exposure o a feared stimulus

tls for fonger than vsually occurs.

have hecome recognized as highly effective in the tremment of phobic rese-
tions (Barlow, 1988), Even more inlense exposure strategies (sometimes
called “flooding” or “implosion”) can be useful in ¢
= T 5 =

although they are more aversive and can prompl clients to drop out of
therah:r' {Barlow, 1988). When people are goaded or even forced into Ihmk-.
ing abourt things that they normally suppress, much of the built-up power i:ul.
those thin . p is not gasy, [f

1 1% 1i & 1 £
one has & phobia about heights and has been avoiding heig
and theughts abeut heigh
in glass elevators is not likely 1o be easily accepted.
ing thoughis of heights is an old habit 2nd will alse have
p otional reaction to the thought,

ridin circumstances,

Fhis proces:

ared.,

os 1o produce emotion 15 diss

of all kinds
t5 for many years, a proposal to bepin 1sking rides
The habit of suppress-
accumulated

massive power throogh inflating the ems LY
Becoming exposad 1o an unwanied thought may therefore have to toke

place in the sam : 1)

ity—little hy little, with help and lots of complaining. . .

proach i cold lake, for example, by sticking in one foot, yelling, running

away, chattering (0 companions aboul how cold jo is, rubbing and clapping

wiy one bédomes exposed to any other unpleasant real-

A person may ap-

her or his arms, waitng for the sun to come out, deciding just 1o “wade,

going back in up 10 the ankles, sdmonishing those nearby not to splash,

taking s few steps further, realizing
take the dive, and then, finally, ducking under . :
duck a few more times in order to get used to it The process of coming to
grips with unwanted thoughts 1s a similar slow process, seldom o sheer act
of will.

A proposal o thin :
practice in clinical approaches to cxcessive wormy, Bor
research on woity (e.g., Roemer and Borkovee, [993) indicates that the rever-
salici)f a'u_npr;:is.-u-'.q may be effective in such cases. In |::.-:::-.-u-._-u|i'..--:. .:;utd_vhlfr:
this probiem, Borkovee et al. (1983) asked people who had indicated that t -:I}
were chronic worriers to armange For a half-howr worry period every day-
Then, when the people found themselves worrying outside this dme, they werc

one looks silly hall wet. seeing others

Even then ooe may need to

; about an unwanded thought is consistent with cument

I Ve af faeusing
not to suppress he worry, but instead wers to make a spectal point of focusing
) SUPPTEss Y

Borkoves's program of
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on it in the worry period. During the worry period, they were to do nothing
but worry.  Owver the ¢ourse of a 4-week treatment program, these people
showed improvement in comparison with another group of worriers who were
left unireated: they worried less all day, and they sometimes found that they
rad nothing 1o do in the worry period. ) »

The reversal of suppression is also a common part of therapy for obses-
sive-compulsive disorder.  About 25 percent of individuals who are diagnosed
with ohsessive compulsive disorder suffer primarily from obsessions (recur-
rent, mtrusive thoughts); the remainder may have such thoughts but also suffer
from compulsions (the performance of rituals, or recurrent actions). The therapy
of choice for those with compulsions is called “exposure with response pre-
vention” and has evolved from the initial techniques suggested by Meyer
{1966], In this spproach, a person who has become involved in too-frequent
hand washing in response to worries about contamination, for example, might
be encouraged o zet his or her hands dirty on purpose and then urged to avoid
washing them for an extended period of time. The person’s access to soap and
water might even be limited for a time.

This approach, which is very effective with many kinds of compulsive
activities (Barlow, 1988), reverses suppression. It makes a person: think
about the unwanied thought—in this case, contamination—and at the same
time prevents the usual ritual the person uses to dispel the thought—wash-
ing. This approach doesn’t have a clear analog in the case of obsession,
however, as there is no action to prevent. Thought suppression per se is
probably what 1he obsessive person is doing, and it is difficult for a thera-
pist to prevent it Eventually, however, it may be that the most successful
therapies aimed ot the obsessive facet of obsessive-compulsive disorders
will also focus on che reversal of suppression. )

On balance, the reversal of thought suppression is untried and highly
experimental for other psychological or performance problems, and there is
very liitle evidence at this point to recommend or discourage it. In the
strugale against unwanted thoughts of food, for example, the idea that sup-
pression should be stopped appears to-indicate that dieting itself should be
stopped. Although there is evidence that dieting can sometimes cause more
harm than good and could be halted in many cases with good effect (Herman
iand Polivy, (943}, itis not clear whether asking people to think about food
might hive therapeutic effects—in the sense that they might become less
obsessed with it Ividence indicates that if people are asked to focus on

thoughts of food as an aid to self-control, it is particularly usefut for them

o focus on the nonfood aspects of the food thoughts: for example, “Don’t
those marshmallows look like clouds?” (Mischel and Baker, 1975).

Asking depressed individuals to focus on their negative thoughts and feel-
ings is similarly untested as a form of therapy. Coyne (1989) has made some
initial suggestions in this regard, and there are some studies indicating that

I
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therapies that encourage depressed people to confront their negatve thoughils
may be uscful (Beck and Strong, 1982; Feidman <1 al., 1982). However, many
IJlu-rupJ's-:s may be very reluctant to something that seems to make depressed
individuals fecl worse, even if improved psychological health is the likely
long-term result. Like the depressed individuals themselves, therapists may
succumb to the client's motive to suppress thoughts and so prolong the prob-
lem; the desire to suppress thoughts can be just as powerful for onlookers as it
is for participants. And it is not yet known whether thwarting suppression is
the best strategy for various psychological problems.

There are also important issues of timing that have yet to be addressed
in research on thought suppression. Suppression may be a vselul technique
just when circumstances make unwanted thoughts most insistent—say, at
the hetght of an unpleasant experlence. But turnieg to focus on the thoughts
miiy be more effective ones the most intense and difficult circumstances are
over. Research on the relative effectiveness of avoidance and nonavoidance
as coping Stratcgies is consistent with this possibility (Mullen and Suls,
1982; Suls and Fletcher, 1985). This research indicates that an avoidance
stratepy is linked to more effective coping just after a stressful event, but
that i-;--l'lunh"-'{_\jljﬁl'lEE strareny is associaled with more effective coping as

time goes on and the evenl recédes into the past

CONCLUSIONS

Hesearch on thought suppression is relatively new o psychology, and
large portions of this research have been conducted primarily in the lubo-
ratory of one investigator. The conclusions we offer must be understood
with these observations in mind. This chapter is intended more o aler
readers to the recenl emergence of o potentially uselul perspective on
mental control than 1o summarize a mature body of research that leads to
strong conclusions. Yet, we believe there are enough preliminary indica-
tions to suggest that thought suppression may be o problematic strategy of
mentai control,

Altheugh thought suppression or intentional forgelting may be effective
when compelling distractions are available, cues or circumstances that would
prompt the recurrence of the thought become especially gmwur:'_ul when a
thought has been suppressed. Suppressed thoughts are more casily cued by
the emvironment than they might have beer had one never suppressed them,
und once-suppressed thoughts that one later thinks about on pur[m:-sr..'. be-
come stronger than they were before.  Suppressing thoughts of emotionil
topics may not lead to the same magnitude of recurrence as .‘\Il]'ﬁilrl;:.‘i-hiﬂn. of
thoughts of items or actions, it may increase the strength of the emotion
attached 1o thal lopic. Psychotherapies that depend on suppression—such
as thought stopping—are a3 yel unproven.
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Alternatives to thought suppression exist that are. likely to be more
effective.  In cases of anxiety-producing or obsessive thoughts, successfil
avoidance of the unwanted thought may occur when one faces the thought
and even concentrates on it. Encouraging people to talk about their yp-
wanted thoughts enhances their ability to cope with the events. It is not
known whether this strategy is useful in all cases, and there are important
exceptions. For example, encouraging depressed people to dwell on their
problems is a technique that has not received enough research attention to
allow any evaluation. In the cases of unwanted thoughts about fears or
traumas or worries, however, the approach of confronting them may be
more beneficial than the approach of trying to suppress them.

It should be emphasized that the present research on thought suppres-
sion does not support a blanket recommendation that people should never
try to suppress thoughts. Rather, the available evidence suggests that an
attempt not to think about an unwanted thought is likely to fail if it is the
only strategy a person adopts for dealing with that thought.

NOTE

IThere are many interesting issues involved in the study of auxiliary thought suppression,
such as the subtle yet important need for suppression when one’s habitual way of thinking about
something gets in the way of new and improved thoughts. When one tries to drive a car with an
odd arrangement of controls, for example, one must suppress the proclivity to respond to the
old configuration. Or, when plans change, one must set aside thinking about the old plan and
attempt to adapt to a new plan. Even in the everyday case of putting off a project or a concern
until later, one engages in a kind of thought suppression. Several lines of research by experi-
mental psychologists have examined the way in which people suppress thoughts in order to
focus on 2 new thought (e.g., R. A. Bjork and Landauer, 1979; Gernsbacher and Faust, 1991;
Tipper et al., 1991); but these are all cases of what we term auxilary thought suppression.



