On Repression and Red Herrings
1

© 2020, American Psychological Association. This paper is not the copy of record and may not
exactly replicate the final, authoritative version of the article. Please do not copy or cite without
authors' permission. The final article was published in the Journal of Experimental Psychology:

General (2020), vol. 149, pp. 2001-2004. doi: 10.1037/xge0000973

On Repression, and Avoiding Red Herrings
Chris R. Brewin, Huiyu Li, James McNeilis, Vasilina Ntarantana, & Chloe Unsworth

University College London

Address for correspondence: Chris R. Brewin, Clinical Educational & Health Psychology,
University College London, Gower Street, London WC1E 6BT, U.K. Email:

c.brewin@ucl.ac.uk

Wordcount: 1956


mailto:c.brewin@ucl.ac.uk

On Repression and Red Herrings
2

Abstract

In this response to Otgaar et al. (in press) we point out that their concern with the
notion of unconscious repression is a classic example of a red herring, as it has never been
endorsed as an explanation of recovered memories. We also note that Otgaar et al. have
misunderstood the purpose of our article (Brewin, Li, Ntarantana, Unsworth, & McNeilis,
2019). Its aim was to demonstrate that many of the claims made by psychologists about the
public’s views on memory do not rest on sound methodology. Beliefs about repression
featured as one example, but it was not our objective to establish what the public do think
about repression. We welcome Otgaar et al.’s (in press) additional data but regret that they
have repeated the basic error we highlighted, the reliance on a single questionnaire item to
assess beliefs about highly complex topics. Nevertheless, their and our findings clearly
indicate that understanding of the public’s views on repression remains extremely limited,

and insufficient to meaningfully contribute to legal processes.
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In their commentary Otgaar et al. (in press) make an argument that we view as wholly
unsustainable. This argument, first introduced by Loftus (1993), equated the forgetting and
subsequent recovery of memories of traumatic events with the psychoanalytic mechanism of
repression, a supposedly unconscious form of psychological defense. This was a category
error, confusing the observed phenomenon (forgetting of trauma) with a possible mechanism
(Brewin & Andrews, 1998; Lindsay & Briere, 1997). It was also a red herring (i.e., an idea
that distracts people from the central point being considered), in that no publications by
clinicians that endorsed unconscious repression as responsible for this forgetting were cited
by Loftus at the time or have come to light subsequently (Brewin, in press). Today there is no
debate, either among professional bodies or independent commentators, over the fact that
recovered memories of traumatic events may be true, false, or a mixture of the two (Belli,
2012; Lindsay & Read, 1995; McNally & Geraerts, 2009). What mechanisms are responsible

remains poorly understood but that question is of more academic than legal interest.

It is against this background that the commentary by Otgaar et al. (in press) needs to
be understood. Our article (Brewin, Li, Ntarantana, Unsworth, & McNeilis, 2019) was
intended to demonstrate that in several areas psychologists’ characterization of the public’s
beliefs about memory rested on insecure foundations. By manipulating the wording of several
standard survey items used to measure the belief that memory is like a video camera, the
perceived relation between confidence and accuracy, and the existence of repression, we
demonstrated that prevalent assumptions about the public’s beliefs were incorrect or, at the
least, only partially correct. The main purpose of the article was to caution psychologists,
particularly those acting in legal settings, against making premature claims about the public’s
beliefs on the basis of single survey items, and to encourage more detailed explorations of

those beliefs. It was not to establish what those beliefs might in fact be.
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One of the survey items we addressed (in Study 3) concerned beliefs about repression.
We had noted that an important and well-known distinction between conscious and
unconscious types of repression was not reflected in the standard survey items employed and
that, as a consequence, conclusions frequently advanced in the literature (Benton, Ross,
Bradshaw, Thomas, & Bradshaw, 2006; Lynn, Evans, Laurence, & Lilienfeld, 2015;
Magnussen, Melinder, Stridbeck, & Raja, 2010; Patihis, Ho, Tingen, Lilienfeld, & Loftus,
2014) concerning the public’s beliefs in unconscious repression were not soundly based. We
therefore added an item concerning conscious repression and found that it was endorsed at
the same rate as the standard item that did not distinguish between different types of
repression. Contrary to Otgaar et al.’s (in press) suggestion, we did not conclude that when
people are asked to indicate their belief in repressed memory, they actually think of deliberate
memory suppression rather than unconscious repressed memory. We could not draw such a
conclusion because we did not ask them about the latter. Instead, as in a previous article
(Brewin & Andrews, 2014), we simply noted that there was an alternative interpretation of

the existing survey data.

We are pleased that Otgaar et al. have taken the findings forward by asking additional
questions but are disappointed that, once again, they appear to have taken responses to single-
item survey items at face value. In our article we stressed that understanding lay beliefs about
memory required detailed investigation to ensure the nuances of those beliefs were
appreciated. Simply including another item referring to memory being “unconsciously
repressed” is not the end of the story, but the beginning. Given that unconscious repression is
a complex, technical notion it is important to know how adequate, comprehensive, and
comprehensible the existing items are, how the general public interpret them, and whether the
distinctions drawn by psychologists are meaningful to them. This requires detailed qualitative

and guantitative work.
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Otgaar et al. (in press) also suggest that we have overstated the evidence on deliberate
suppression of memories. The appreciation that forgetting is essential if memory is to operate
efficiently goes back to the nineteenth century, with experimental demonstrations of
intentional forgetting becoming commonplace from the 1970s onward (Geiselman, Bjork, &
Fishman, 1983). This has included research on the suppression of stimuli rich in sensory
elements such as autobiographical memories and images (Barnier et al., 2007; Barnier, Hung,
& Conway, 2004; Benoit, Davies, & Anderson, 2016; Hu, Bergstroem, Bodenhausen, &
Rosenfeld, 2015; Joslyn & Oakes, 2005; Kuepper, Benoit, Dalgleish, & Anderson, 2014;
Noreen & MacLeod, 2013; Noreen, O'Connor, & MacLeod, 2016). Intriguingly, having a
trauma history may make people more able to suppress unwanted information, as has been

demonstrated with simple laboratory materials (Hulbert & Anderson, 2018).

Intentional forgetting is a particularly attractive mechanism to explain inability to
recall of childhood abuse for several reasons. First, adults often describe having actively tried
to forget abuse when they were children (Ghetti et al., 2006). Second, it has been argued that
there are two types of recovered memories: those that gradually return in recovered memory
therapy and those that are spontaneously recovered outside the context of therapy (Geraerts et
al., 2007; McNally & Geraerts, 2009). In practice the distinction is not so clear-cut, as
memories may also be recovered spontaneously within therapy without patients being
encouraged to do so (Andrews et al., 1999). The fact that memories may return in different
ways and different contexts strengthens the argument that there may be a variety of
mechanisms involved. For example, it has been reported that those who recovered their
memories gradually in therapy showed an increased proneness to associative illusions in the
Deese-Roediger-McDermott paradigm, whereas those who spontaneously recovered

memories outside therapy had a heightened tendency to forget prior incidents of remembering
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(Geraerts et al., 2009). Thus intentional forgetting would not need to explain all instances of

recovered memories, only some of them.

Otgaar et al. (in press) try to cast doubt on intentional forgetting by noting that a
different paradigm, thought suppression, leads to an increase rather than a decrease in
unwanted thoughts. In these experiments participants are told not to think of an object such as
a white bear and to report when it comes to mind. What is notable is that simply remembering
the purpose of this task conflicts with the required goal, rendering it effectively impossible. In
contrast intentional forgetting studies simply require participants to suppress awareness of
memories without those memories needing to be kept constantly in mind (Engen &
Anderson, 2018). These basic differences in methodology do not undermine the exceptionally
well-replicated finding that memory can be deliberately made worse as well as better. Indeed
thought suppression researchers have noted that techniques such as focused distraction can be

effective in blocking unwanted thoughts (Wegner, 2011).

More generally, it has been known for many years that the ability to retrieve even
very well-learned material can fluctuate greatly over time, and is highly responsive to the
context obtaining at retrieval (Bjork & Bjork, 1992; Hasher & Griffin, 1978). This, together
with 50 years of evidence for deliberate memory suppression, offers a plausible account of
many memory recovery experiences. Otgaar et al. are correct that these processes have not
yet been demonstrated to be responsible for the recovery of childhood memories of trauma.
Just as with the experimental literature on memory implantation, a considerable gap between
the laboratory and real life remains (Brewin & Andrews, 2017). But it is clear that there is no
necessary contradiction between clinical observations of memory recovery and the science of

memory.



On Repression and Red Herrings
7

What function might be served by pursuing the red herring of unconscious repression?
A clue comes towards the end of Otgaar et al.’s article where they say “it is still important to
seek testimony from memory experts in cases involving “recovered” memories” (p. xx). One
of us (CB) has read dozens of reports produced by memory experts on behalf of defendants
accused of sexual abuse on the alleged basis of recovered memories. Almost all of these
failed to report the professional and scientific consensus on the forgetting of trauma cited
above and framed their argument exclusively in terms of the disputed concept of repression.
This would have created an impression in the uninformed reader that the scientific consensus
concerning recovered memories was not open-minded, as is the case, but was in fact highly

skeptical.

A key element in the argument made by these defense experts is that most therapists,
lawyers, and members of the public have a faulty understanding of memory, overestimating
its reliability and accepting notions such as unconscious repression that have not been
supported by science. We have previously shown that many of these claims concerning the
unreliability of memory are exaggerated (Brewin, Andrews, & Mickes, 2020). The new
findings reported by ourselves and by Otgaar et al. (in press) have severely weakened the
second claim that the public believes in unconscious repression. The fact that the public
endorses different potential mechanisms to an equal extent, coupled with the failure of
questionnaire items to reflect the different contexts in which memories may be recovered and
the lack of detailed research into the nature of their beliefs, indicates that current knowledge
is far too limited to advise the courts. In any case, courts are concerned with whether or not

forgetting has occurred, not with the underlying mechanism.

To sum up, in this debate the notion of unconscious repression has been a red herring
only ever paraded by those who are skeptical of recovered memories of abuse. Having first

produced it they have been swift to decry it as a myth, despite the fact that it has not been
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disproved. Their approach has been largely devoid of developmentally- and environmentally-
informed considerations about the situation and natural response of children threatened with
repeated abuse. Our research, and the subsequent studies reported by Otgaar et al. (in press),
suggest that the general public does not discriminate between different possible mechanisms
of forgetting, possibly because they do not fully understand them in the way they have been

presented.

Rather than continuing to assert that “the belief in the scientifically controversial
phenomenon of repressed memory remains widespread among the general public”, we urge
Otgaar et al. to reflect on the fact that recovered memories are a reasonably common
therapeutic phenomenon that does not invariably involve sexual abuse, and is largely
unrelated to therapists’ beliefs in repression or use of inappropriate therapeutic techniques
(Andrews et al., 1999; Brewin, in press; Brewin & Andrews, 1998; Dodier, Patihis, &
Payoux, 2019). Given this, and the technical nature of the subject, it is not surprising that the
attempt to reduce complex situations to simple questionnaire items with limited response

options has not been productive and has not led to meaningful results.



On Repression and Red Herrings
9

References

Andrews, B., Brewin, C. R., Ochera, J., Morton, J., Bekerian, D. A., Davies, G. M., &
Mollon, P. (1999). Characteristics, context and consequences of memory recovery
among adults in therapy. British Journal of Psychiatry, 175, 141-146.
doi:10.1192/bjp.175.2.141

Barnier, A. J., Conway, M. A., Mayoh, L., Speyer, J., Avizmil, O., & Harris, C. B. (2007).
Directed forgetting of recently recalled autobiographical memories. Journal of
Experimental Psychology-General, 136, 301-322. doi:10.1037/0096-3445.136.2.301

Barnier, A. J., Hung, L., & Conway, M. (2004). Retrieval-induced forgetting of emotional
and unemotional autobiographical memories. Cognition & Emotion, 18, 457-477.
doi:10.1080/0269993034000392

Belli, R. F. (2012). In the aftermath of the so-called memory wars. In R. F. Belli (Ed.), True
and false recovered memories: Toward a reconciliation of the debate (pp. 1-14). New
York: Springer.

Benoit, R. G., Davies, D. J., & Anderson, M. C. (2016). Reducing future fears by suppressing
the brain mechanisms underlying episodic simulation. Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences of the United States of America, 113, E8492-E8501.
doi:10.1073/pnas.1606604114

Benton, T. R., Ross, D. F., Bradshaw, E., Thomas, W. N., & Bradshaw, G. S. (2006).
Eyewitness memory is still not common sense: Comparing jurors, judges and law
enforcement to eyewitness experts. Applied Cognitive Psychology, 20, 115-129.
doi:10.1002/acp.1172

Bjork, R. A., & Bjork, E. L. (1992). A new theory of disuse and an old theory of stimulus

fluctuation. In A. Healy, S. Kosslyn, & R. Shiffrin (Eds.), From learning processes to



On Repression and Red Herrings
10

cognitive processes: Essays in honor of William K. Estes (Vol. 2, pp. 35-67).
Hillsdale, N.J.: Erlbaum.

Brewin, C. R. (in press). Tilting at windmills: Why misguided attacks on repression are
harmful. Perspectives on Psychological Science.

Brewin, C. R., & Andrews, B. (1998). Recovered memories of trauma: Phenomenology and
cognitive mechanisms. Clinical Psychology Review, 18, 949-970. doi:10.1016/s0272-
7358(98)00040-3

Brewin, C. R., & Andrews, B. (2014). Why it is scientifically respectable to believe in
repression: A response to Patihis, Ho, Tingen, Lilienfeld, and Loftus (2014).
Psychological Science, 25, 1964-1966. doi:10.1177/0956797614541856

Brewin, C. R., & Andrews, B. (2017). Creating memories for false autobiographical events in
childhood: A systematic review. Applied Cognitive Psychology, 31, 2-23.
doi:10.1002/acp.3220

Brewin, C. R., Andrews, B., & Mickes, L. (2020). Regaining consensus on the reliability of
memory. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 29, 121-125.
doi:10.1177/0963721419898122

Brewin, C. R., Li, H., Ntarantana, V., Unsworth, C., & McNeilis, J. (2019). Is the public
understanding of memory prone to widespread "myths™? Journal of Experimental
Psychology: General, 148, 2245-2257. doi:10.1037/xge0000610

Dodier, O., Patihis, L., & Payoux, M. (2019). Reports of recovered memories of childhood
abuse in therapy in France. Memory, 27, 1283-1298.
doi:10.1080/09658211.2019.1652654

Engen, H. G., & Anderson, M. C. (2018). Memory control: A fundamental mechanism of
emotion regulation. Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 22, 982-995.

doi:10.1016/j.tics.2018.07.015



On Repression and Red Herrings
11

Geiselman, R. E., Bjork, R. A., & Fishman, D. L. (1983). Disrupted retrieval in directed
forgetting - A link with posthypnotic amnesia. Journal of Experimental Psychology-
General, 112, 58-72. doi:10.1037/0096-3445.112.1.58

Geraerts, E., Lindsay, D. S., Merckelbach, H., Jelicic, M., Raymaekers, L., Arnold, M. M., &
Schooler, J. W. (2009). Cognitive mechanisms underlying recovered-memory
experiences of childhood sexual abuse. Psychological Science, 20, 92-98.
doi:10.1111/j.1467-9280.2008.02247.x

Geraerts, E., Schooler, J. W., Merckelbach, H., Jelicic, M., Hauer, B. J. A., & Ambadar, Z.
(2007). The reality of recovered memories - Corroborating continuous and
discontinuous memories of childhood sexual abuse. Psychological Science, 18, 564-
568. d0i:10.1111/j.1467-9280.2007.01940.x

Ghetti, S., Edelstein, R. S., Goodman, G. S., Cordon, I. M., Quas, J. A., Alexander, K. W., . .
. Jones, D. P. H. (2006). What can subjective forgetting tell us about memory for
childhood trauma? Memory & Cognition, 34, 1011-1025. doi:10.3758/bf03193248

Hasher, L., & Griffin, M. (1978). Reconstructive and reproductive processes in memory.
Journal of Experimental Psychology-Human Learning and Memory, 4, 318-330.

Hu, X., Bergstroem, Z. M., Bodenhausen, G. V., & Rosenfeld, J. P. (2015). Suppressing
unwanted autobiographical memories reduces their automatic influences: Evidence
from electrophysiology and an implicit autobiographical memory test. Psychological
Science, 26, 1098-1106. doi:10.1177/0956797615575734

Hulbert, J. C., & Anderson, M. C. (2018). What doesn't kill you makes you stronger:
Psychological trauma and its relationship to enhanced memory control. Journal of
Experimental Psychology-General, 147, 1931-1949. doi:10.1037/xge0000461

Joslyn, S. L., & Oakes, M. A. (2005). Directed forgetting of autobiographical events. Memory

& Cognition, 33, 577-587. doi:10.3758/bf03195325



On Repression and Red Herrings
12

Kuepper, C. S., Benoit, R. G., Dalgleish, T., & Anderson, M. C. (2014). Direct suppression as
a mechanism for controlling unpleasant memories in daily life. Journal of
Experimental Psychology-General, 143, 1443-1449. doi:10.1037/a0036518

Lindsay, D. S., & Briere, J. (1997). The controversy regarding recovered memories of
childhood sexual abuse - Pitfalls, bridges, and future directions. Journal of
Interpersonal Violence, 12, 631-647. doi:10.1177/088626097012005002

Lindsay, D. S., & Read, J. D. (1995). "Memory work" and recovered memories of childhood
sexual abuse: Scientific evidence and public, professional, and personal issues.
Psychology Public Policy and Law, 1, 846-908. doi:10.1037/1076-8971.1.4.846

Lynn, S. J., Evans, J., Laurence, J.-R., & Lilienfeld, S. O. (2015). What do people believe
about memory? Implications for the science and pseudoscience of clinical practice.
Canadian Journal of Psychiatry-Revue Canadienne De Psychiatrie, 60, 541-547.
doi:10.1177/070674371506001204

Magnussen, S., Melinder, A., Stridbeck, U., & Raja, A. Q. (2010). Beliefs about factors
affecting the reliability of eyewitness testimony: A comparison of judges, jurors and
the general public. Applied Cognitive Psychology, 24, 122-133. doi:10.1002/acp.1550

McNally, R. J., & Geraerts, E. (2009). A new solution to the recovered memory debate.
Perspectives on Psychological Science, 4, 126-134. doi:10.1111/j.1745-
6924.2009.01112.x

Noreen, S., & MacLeod, M. D. (2013). It's all in the detail: Intentional forgetting of
autobiographical memories using the autobiographical think/no-think task. Journal of
Experimental Psychology-Learning Memory and Cognition, 39, 375-393.

doi:10.1037/a0028888



On Repression and Red Herrings
13

Noreen, S., O'Connor, A. R., & MacLeod, M. D. (2016). Neural correlates of direct and
indirect suppression of autobiographical memories. Frontiers in Psychology, 7.
doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2016.00379

Otgaar, H., Wang, J., Howe, M. L., Lilienfeld, S. O., Loftus, E. F., Lynn, S. J., . . . Patihis, L.
(in press). Belief in unconscious repressed memory is widespread: A comment on
Brewin, Li, Ntarantana, Unsworth, and McNeilis (2019). Journal of Experimental
Psychology: General.

Patihis, L., Ho, L. Y., Tingen, I. W., Lilienfeld, S. O., & Loftus, E. F. (2014). Are the
"memory wars" over? A scientist-practitioner gap in beliefs about repressed memory.
Psychological Science, 25, 519-530. doi:10.1177/0956797613510718

Wegner, D. M. (2011). Setting free the bears: Escape from thought suppression. American

Psychologist, 66, 671-680. doi:10.1037/a0024985



