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Individual differences in self-reported thought control:
the role of the repressive coping sytle

Juan Vicente Luciano and Salvador Algarabel
Universidad de Valencia

The purpose of the present research is to assess differences between repressors and non repressors in
some aspects associated with conscious thought control. Thus, Sixty-three Spanish university students
with different combinations of trait anxiety and defensiveness completed the Thought Control Ability
Questionnaire (TCAQ) and the White Bear Suppression Inventory (WBSI). Data analysis showed that
subjects with low anxiety (repressors and low anxious) reported higher perceived ability to control un-
pleasant thoughts and less tendency to suppress than did subjects with high anxiety (high anxious and
defensive high anxious). Implications of these results are discussed in relation to recent researches that
have explored the association between repression and thought suppression.

Diferencias individuales en control del pensamiento: el papel del estilo represivo de afrontaRliento.
objetivo de la presente investigacion es evaluar las diferencias existentes entre represores y no represo-
res en diferentes aspectos relacionados con el control consciente del pensamiento. De este modo, 63 es-
tudiantes universitarios esparioles, con diferentes combinaciones de ansiedad rasgo y defensividad,
completaron el Thought Control Ability Questionnaire (TCAQ) y el White Bear Suppression Inventory
(WBSI). El andlisis de los datos mostré que los sujetos con baja ansiedad rasgo (represores y bajamen-
te ansiosos) informaron de una mayor capacidad percibida de control de pensamientos no deseados y
una menor tendencia a suprimir tales pensamientos que los sujetos con alta ansiedad (altamente ansio-
sos y defensivos ansiosos). Las implicaciones de estos resultados son discutidas en relacion con inves-
tigaciones recientes que han explorado la asociacion entre represion y supresion de pensamiento.

Freud (1915/1957) posited the existence of a defense Since the pioneer Weinberger et al (1979) research about the
mechanism called repression that keeps unbearable thoughts argpressive coping style, a large body of work has investigated the
unwanted memories out of awareness (for a review see Erdelypersonality and cognitive processes of repressors. For instance, we
1990; Erdelyi and Goldberg, 1979). Some decades after Freudknow that repressors report fewer negative memories associated
works, Weinberger, Schwartz and Davidson (1979) identified amainly with emotions of fear and self-consciousness, which could
group of subjects that report low trait anxiety but are not truly lowimply a problem of accessibility for unpleasant and painful
anxious (for a review see Myers, 2000). These subjects calledxperiences (Davis, 1987; Davis and Schwartz, 1987). The
repressors, who represent a 10-20 per cent of the population, aagplication of the Stroop test showed that repressors had poor
usually detected by their low scores on self-report measures of tragerformance when the words reflected negative emotions
anxiety and high scores on defensiveness, traits usually measuréBawkins and Furnham, 1989). A directed forgetting task revealed
through the Bendig short form of the Manifest Anxiety Scale that repressors forgot more negatively valenced words than did
(MAS, Bendig, 1956) and the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability non repressors, which indicated that repressors have a great ability
Scale (MCSDS; Crowne and Marlowe, 1964) respectively. four using retrieval inhibition (Myers, Brewin and Power, 1998).

Although, repressors report low levels of anxiety, they showln addition, the use of semistructured interviews for assessing
elevated behavioral and physiological reactions to stressorsepressors’ childhood suggested that their early experiences could
(Asendorpf and Scherer, 1983; Gudjonsson, 1981; Weinberger dte characterized by a non closed relation with their fathers and by
al, 1979). A research conducted by Derakshan and Eysenck (1998)marked paternal antipathy and indifference (Myers and Brewin,
obtained reason to believe that they are self-deceivers rather thd®94). Finally, we know that individuals who repress unpleasant
other-deceivers, suggesting that they are not conscious of their realemories and emotions are more likely to develop psychosomatic
anxiety level. disorders and severe illnesses such as cancer (e.g. Goldstein and
Antoni, 1989).

However, one of the aspects that remains polemic and unclear
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hand, repression is a defense mechanism in which a person de&tstruments
with emotional conflicts or internal or external stressors by
expelling disturbing wishes, thoughts, or experiences from TheState-Trait Anxiety InventofsTAI; Spielberger et al, 1983)
conscious awareness. The feeling component may remairs a 40-item self-reported measure of general anxiety. The first 20
conscious, detached from its associated ideas. As we can sdgms (STAI-S) measure state anxiety, or how the subject feels right
repression is conceptualized at present as an unconscious processy. The second 20 items (STAI-T) assess trait anxiety, or how the
whereas suppression is clearly defined as a conscious process. subject generally feels. In the present study, we only used the trait
As far as we know, few investigations have focused on theversion. Subjects rate each item using a Likert-type scale from 0
relation between repression and suppression. Wegner and Zanakg@®t at all) to 3 (very much so). Total scores on the STAI-T vary
(1994) obtained a moderately large correlation between chronifrom 0 to 60, with higher scores indicating more trait anxiety.
thought suppression (measured with the White Bear SuppressioBeveral studies have supported the sound psychometric properties
Inventory) and sensitization, which is the opposite of repressionof the STAI (see Spielberger, Gorsuch and Lushene, 1988).
Giese-Davis and Spiegel (2001) hypothesized that these constructs The Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scal@MCSDS;
(suppression and repression) are independent. This hypothesis wa@sowne and Marlowe, 1964) comprises 33 true-false items that
corroborated with a large sample of metastatic breast canceaassess the person’s tendency to distort self-presentation toward a
patients, because they found in a factor analysis that repressiveecially desirable bias. Total MCSDS scores range between 0 (low
defensiveness, suppression, restraint, and distress were separdefensiveness) and 33 (high defensiveness). The Spanish
factors. In a recent study, Myers, Vetere and Derakshan (2004 daptation showed that this instrument is one-dimensional and has
administered a questionnaire which measures suppression @sSychometric properties similar to those of the original version
affect to repressors, low anxious, high anxious and defensive higtFerrando and Chico, 2000).
anxious subjects. There were no differences between repressors The White Bear Suppression InventofBSI; Wegner and
and the other groups, which indicated that suppression andanakos, 1994) is a 15-item self-report inventory that was
repressive coping are not the same constructs. developed to assesses chronic thought suppression. Responses to
One interesting question is whether people particularly good aeach item on the WBSI are based upon a 5-point Likert scale (A=
repressing negative memories are also good suppressors sfrongly disagree, E= strongly agree). The Spanish version of the
unpleasant intrusive thoughts. To our knowledge, only the studyWBSI possesses satisfactory reliability and validity (Fernandez-
conducted by Barnier, Levin and Maher (2004) has addresseBerrocal, Extremera and Ramos, 2004). Recently, a confirmatory
whether subjects with a repressive coping style can voluntarilyfactor analysis of the WBSI (Luciano, Belloch, Algarabel, Tomas,
control negative memories better than non repressors. Using thidorillo and Lucero, in press) indicated the presence of three
thought suppression paradigm (Wenzlaff and Wegner, 2000), thesatercorrelated factors: the main factor was interpreted as
authors instructed repressors and non repressors to suppress or rdwnwanted Intrusive Thoughts» (e.g. «I have thoughts that | cannot
suppress a positive (proud event) and a negative memorgtop»), the second as «Thought Suppression» (e.g. «There are things
(embarrassed event) and they found that repressors are hightigat | try not to think about») and the last as «Self-distraction» (e.g.
effective, natural suppressors of positive and negative past eventsl often do things to distract myself from my thoughts»).
Thus, in the present article we pretend to extend the findings of The Thought Control Ability Questionnair€TCAQ); Luciano,
this experimental study, examining certain thought controlAlgarabel, Tomas and Martinez, 2005) is a 25 item self-report

dimensions of repressors and non repressors. instrument that was constructed to assess individual differences in the
perceived ability to control unwanted intrusive thoughts (e.g. «My
Method thoughts are uncontrollable», «I often cannot avoid having upsetting
thoughts», «I am not usually overwhelmed by unpleasant thoughts»).
Subjects Subjects have to rate on a five-point Likert-type scale the extent to

which they agree with each statement (A= strongly disagree, E=

Participants were chosen from an initial pool of 200 strongly agree). The TCAQ shows high internal consistency and
undergraduate psychology students (175 female) from theetest reliability. Total TCAQ scores range between 25 and 125, with
University of Valencia (Spain), with ages between 18 and 48 yearkigher scores indicating higher thought control ability.
and a mean age of 22.5 years. Following the Weinberger et al.
(1979) classification, subjects were divided into four groups on theApparatus
basis of their quartile scores on the Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI-
T, Spielberger, Gorsuch, Lushene, Vagg and Jacobs, 1983) and the Desktop computers running E-Prime v 1.0 software (Schneider,
Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale (MCSDS; Crowne and Eschman and Zuccolotto, 2002) were used to administer the
Marlowe, 1964). Thus, 63 subjects (49 female) with ages betweeguestionnaires and to record subjects” responses via keypress.
19 and 48 years and a mean age of 22 years (SD= 6.5), participated
in the present study in exchange for course credit. Subjects weierocedure
distributed as follows: 21 repressors (low anxiety-high
defensiveness; STAI-T< 14, MCSDS> 17), 10 low anxious (low Participants came in groups of 10 to a sound-attenuated
anxiety—low defensiveness; STAI-T< 14, MCSDS< 11), 25 highlaboratory and were seated in front of the computer individually.
anxious (high anxiety-low defensiveness; STAI-T> 29, MCSDS<They completed the measures described above as part of a larger
11) and 7 defensive-high anxious (high anxiety—high defensivenesgomputer-administered survey. A male research assistant was
STAI-T> 29, MCSDS> 17). Mean scores and standard deviations opresent during the time in which subjects completed the TCAQ
the STAI-T and the MCSDS for each group are displayed in table land the WBSI, in order to give instructions and answer questions.
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Results significant differences between repressors and low anxious on the
one hand, and between high anxious and defensive high anxious
Mean scores and standard deviations on the TCAQ and then the other in both self-report measures, because these findings
WBSI for repressors (REP), low anxious (LA), high anxious (HA) suggest that the pattern of results obtained for repressors and non
and defensive high anxious (DHA) are displayed in table 1. Werepressors is only a consequence of the level of trait anxiety, rather
tested for group differences using one-way analysis of variancéhan the combination of trait anxiety and defensiveness.
(ANOVAS). Scheffe tests were used for post hoc comparisonsFurthermore, it is relevant to point out that the present study
with significance levels set at .05. revealed that higher scores on defensiveness (MCSDS) were
Table 1 shows that REP and LA scored significantly higher onassociated with higher TCAQ@=.48,p<.01) and lower WBSIrE
thought control ability (TCAQ) than did HA and DHA. Analyzing -.37,p<.01) scores, which indicates that the employed instruments
the WBSI factors, we found that REP obtained the lowest meamre not adequate or recommendable for eliciting reliable
scores in the three dimensions (presence of Unwanted Intrusivi@formation from repressors.
Thoughts, Thought Suppression and Distraction), being significantly Despite this shortcoming, our results are in line with those
different only from the two high trait anxiety groups, the HA and the obtained by Barnier et al (2004). Although this study did not yield
DHA. Furthermore, LA subjects obtained a similar pattern of resultsan interaction between anxiety and defensiveness, it demonstrated
because they differed significantly in the three factors from the HAthat repressors suppress negative intrusive memories that focus
group. By contrast, there were no differences between the LA and thettention on the self without much effort, which supported the
DHA subjects for the thought suppression (TS) and self-distractiorhypothesis that repressors are good suppressors, at least in a
(D) factors, we only found differences between these groups in th&aboratory context. But, one threat to the validity of that experiment
unwanted intrusive thoughts (UIT) factor, reporting LA subjects lessis that it relied exclusively on subjects’ reports of target thought

presence of unpleasant intrusive thoughts. frequency and were therefore susceptible to self-report bias.
Many researchers have employed self-report measures to study
Discussion cognitive processes in normal individuals (e.g. Gonzalez-Pienda et

al, 2004). In fact, our study is not the first that has used thought
More than two hundred researches have focused on the studyontrol instruments in order to get information from repressors.
of the repressive coping style (Derackshan and Eysenck, 1997For instance, a study conducted by Myers (1998) examined which
But, only a few recent studies have investigated the relationthought control strategies are employed preferably by repressors
between repression and suppression (Barnier et al, 2004; Giesand non repressors. Thus, the Thought Control Questionnaire
Davis and Spiegel, 2001; Myers et al, 2004). Therefore, the mai(TCQ; Wells and Davies, 1994), an instrument which measures
goal of the present research was to explore the relationshifive different strategies of thought control (distraction, social
between repressive coping style and thought suppression. That ispntrol, worry, punishment and reappraisal), was administered to
we pretended to know whether repressors are good suppressorsrepressors and non repressors. The results indicated that subjects
their unpleasant intrusive thoughts. with a repressive coping style usually employ more distraction
The key finding of our study is that low anxious subjects (e.g. «I call to mind positive images instead») and less punishment
reported significantly higher thought control ability than did high (e.g. «lI get angry at my self for having the thought») than non
anxious individuals. The results obtained using the TCAQ wereepressors, whereas high anxious subjects reported using more
very similar to those obtained with the WBSI. Data analysisworry (e.g. «I think more about the more minor problems | have»)
showed no differences between repressors and low anxious ardan all other groups. These results are an indirect evidence of the
between high anxious and defensive high anxious on the TCAQepressors high ability to suppress unwanted thoughts, because
and the WBSI. It is important to highlight the absence of several researches (e.g. Rassin and Diepstraten, 2003) have found

Table 1
Mean scores and standard deviations on the Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI-T), the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale)(f€3mb8ught Control Ability
Questionnaire (TCAQ) and the White Bear Suppression Inventory (WBSI) for the Repressors (REP), Low Anxious (LA), High IAAXiand Defensive-High
Anxious (DHA) groups

Groups
F (3,59)
REP (n=21) LA (n=10) HA (n= 25) DHA (n=7)
STAI-T 9.05 (2.84) 11.50 (2.68) 36.04 (7.78) 35.29 (8.67)
MCSDS 20.43 (2.62) 7.80 (2.86) 8.84 (1.80) 19 (2.89)
TCAQ 98.95a (8.45) 88.90a (13.05) 64.24b (15.02) 65.29b (17.23) 31.10%*
WBSiItot 37.43a (10.22) 39.30a (10.35) 54.80b (8.12) 54b (13.35) 15.04%***
uIT 19.67a (5.39) 19.80a (7.04) 28.80b (4.37) 28b (6.78) 14.02%*
TS 11.29a (3.57) 12.10a,c (2.81) 15.72b (2.91) 15.71b,c (4.03) 8.75%+*
D 6.48a (2.8) 7.40a,c(3.37) 10.28b (2.42) 10.29b,c (3.59) 8.20%*

Note different subscripts indicate group differences.5). *** p<.001
White Bear Suppression Inventory factors: UIT= Unwanted Intrusive Thoughts; TS= Thought Suppression; D= Self-Distraction
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