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DESCRIPTION
Cognitive reappraisal is a core component of emotional 
regulation, allowing individuals to reinterpret negative or 
distressing events to reduce their emotional impact. It plays a 
critical role in psychological resilience, helping people adapt to 
challenging situations without succumbing to overwhelming 
emotions. However, for individuals with anxiety or depressive 
disorders, this capacity is often compromised, contributing to the 
persistence of negative affect and maladaptive thought patterns. 
Understanding the mechanisms behind this deficit is essential 
for developing more effective interventions.

Meta-analyses of behavioral and neuroimaging studies have 
illuminated significant deficits in cognitive reappraisal capacity 
among individuals with anxiety and depressive disorders. These 
analyses integrate data across diverse studies to offer robust 
insights into how these conditions affect the ability to regulate 
emotions. By examining both behavioral outcomes and 
underlying neural processes, researchers have provided a 
comprehensive understanding of the challenges faced by 
individuals with these disorders.

Behavioral studies consistently show that individuals with 
anxiety or depressive disorders struggle with cognitive 
reappraisal. Tasks used to measure this capacity typically involve 
presenting participants with emotionally charged stimuli, such as 
distressing images or scenarios and instructing them to 
reinterpret these situations to reduce their emotional response. 
Compared to healthy controls, individuals with anxiety or 
depression often report less success in decreasing negative 
emotions during these tasks.

In depressive disorders, the inability to reframe negative 
experiences may stem from cognitive biases, such as the tendency 
to focus on adverse outcomes or interpret neutral events in a 
negative light. Similarly, individuals with anxiety disorders may 
find it difficult to reappraise situations due to heightened 
sensitivity to perceived threats, even in the absence of actual 
danger. These deficits perpetuate cycles of negative thinking, 
reinforcing symptoms of anxiety and depression.

The meta-analytic findings also suggest that the severity of these 
deficits is linked to symptom intensity. For instance, individuals 
with more severe depressive symptoms exhibit greater difficulties 
in reappraisal tasks, indicating a potential dose-response 
relationship. This pattern highlights the importance of early 
intervention to address reappraisal deficits before symptoms 
worsen.

Neuroimaging studies provide a window into the brain regions 
involved in cognitive reappraisal and how they are disrupted in 
anxiety and depressive disorders. Reappraisal relies on the 
interplay between prefrontal regions, responsible for cognitive 
control and re-interpretation and limbic regions, particularly the 
amygdala, which processes emotional stimuli. Effective 
reappraisal typically involves increased activity in the Prefrontal 
Cortex (PFC) and reduced amygdala activation, reflecting 
successful regulation of emotional responses.

Meta-analyses of functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging (fMRI) 
studies reveal that individuals with anxiety or depressive 
disorders exhibit disrupted connectivity between these regions. 
In Depressive Disorders, Hypoactivation of The Dorsolateral 
Prefrontal Cortex (DLPFC) and Ventrolateral Prefrontal Cortex 
(VLPFC) is commonly observed, suggesting reduced capacity for 
cognitive control. Concurrently, hyperactivation of the amygdala 
indicates heightened sensitivity to negative stimuli. This 
imbalance undermines the ability to downregulate negative 
emotions through reappraisal.

In anxiety disorders, the pattern of neural dysfunction often 
includes overactivation of the amygdala in response to perceived 
threats and insufficient engagement of prefrontal regions needed 
for emotion regulation. This heightened limbic reactivity can 
make it challenging for individuals to shift their focus away from 
distressing stimuli, perpetuating cycles of worry and fear.

The connectivity between the prefrontal cortex and limbic regions 
also appears to be compromised in both anxiety and depressive 
disorders. Functional connectivity studies show reduced synchroni- 
zation between these regions during reappraisal tasks, reflecting 
impaired communication necessary for effective emotion regulation. 
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Incorporating neurofeedback or brain stimulation techniques,
such as Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation (TMS) targeting the
prefrontal cortex, may further enhance the effectiveness of these
interventions by addressing underlying neural dysfunction.

CONCLUSION
The deficit in cognitive reappraisal capacity in individuals with
anxiety or depressive disorders represents a critical area of
research with profound implications for understanding and
treating these conditions. Meta-analyses of behavioral and
neuroimaging studies have highlighted the extent of these
deficits and their underlying neural mechanisms, shedding light
on why individuals with these disorders struggle to regulate
negative emotions.

Ding X

These disruptions may explain why individuals with these 
disorders experience difficulty implementing cognitive strategies 
to manage their emotions.

The deficits in cognitive reappraisal capacity have significant 
implications for treatment, particularly for therapeutic 
approaches like Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT) that 
emphasize restructuring negative thought patterns. Meta-analytic 
findings suggest that targeting the neural and behavioral 
mechanisms underlying reappraisal deficits could enhance 
treatment outcomes.

Interventions that directly train cognitive reappraisal skills may 
help individuals with anxiety or depression overcome these 
deficits. For example, emotion regulation training programs can 
provide structured practice in reframing negative thoughts, 
gradually building the capacity for effective reappraisal.
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