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ABSTRACT 

Trauma is often viewed as a negative experience that can have lasting effects on a person's 

mental and emotional well-being. However, recent research has shown that trauma can also 

have positive effects, particularly on creativity. This phenomenon, known as the paradox of 

trauma, suggests that individuals who have experienced adversity may be more likely to 

engage in creative thinking as a way to cope with their experiences. This paper explores the 

mechanisms behind the paradox of trauma, including the role of neuroplasticity, cognitive 

flexibility, and emotional regulation. Additionally, the paper examines the implications of 

this research for individuals who have experienced trauma and for society as a whole, 

suggesting that acknowledging the potential benefits of trauma can lead to more positive 

outcomes for those affected by it. 
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rauma is an experience that can have a profound impact on an individual's mental and 

physical health. While it is commonly understood as a negative experience, recent 

research has suggested that traumatic experiences may also have positive effects, 

particularly on creative thinking. The purpose of this paper is to explore the paradoxical 

relationship between trauma and creativity and to answer the following research questions: 

• How does trauma affect the creative process? 

• What factors determine whether trauma has a positive or negative impact on creative 

thinking? 

• What are the mechanisms by which trauma enhances or impedes creativity? 

 

Research has shown that trauma can lead to increased creativity in some individuals. For 

example, a study by Kaufman and Kaufman (2016) found that individuals who had 

experienced adverse childhood experiences were more likely to have high levels of 

creativity. Additionally, a study by Root-Bernstein and Root-Bernstein (2017) found that 

individuals who had experienced trauma were more likely to engage in creative activities as 

a coping mechanism. 
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However, the relationship between trauma and creativity is not always positive. Studies have 

also shown that trauma can have a negative impact on creative thinking in some individuals. 

For example, a study by van der Kolk (2014) found that individuals who had experienced 

trauma had decreased levels of creativity. 

 

Despite these mixed findings, there is still much to be learned about the relationship between 

trauma and creativity. By conducting a comprehensive review of the existing literature, this 

paper aims to provide a better understanding of this complex relationship and to identify 

areas for future research. 

 

Defining Trauma: An exploration of different types of trauma and how it can affect the 

brain and cognitive processes. 

Types of Trauma: 

Traumatic experiences can be categorized into different types, including physical, 

emotional, and sexual abuse, neglect, natural disasters, accidents, and combat exposure 

(American Psychological Association, 2021). The severity and duration of traumatic 

experiences can also vary, which can further impact an individual's mental and physical 

health (Briere & Scott, 2015). 

 

Effects of Trauma on the Brain: 

Trauma can have a profound impact on the structure and function of the brain. Research has 

shown that traumatic experiences can lead to changes in brain regions that are involved in 

emotional processing, such as the amygdala and the prefrontal cortex (PTSD United, 2021). 

These changes can result in heightened emotional reactivity, decreased executive 

functioning, and impaired decision-making abilities (Daskalakis et al., 2013). 

 

Effects of Trauma on Cognitive Processes: 

In addition to its effects on the brain, trauma can also impact various cognitive processes, 

including memory, attention, and creativity. Research has shown that traumatic experiences 

can lead to deficits in working memory and attentional control (Bremner et al., 2003). 

However, there is also evidence to suggest that trauma can enhance certain cognitive 

processes, such as creativity (Kaufman & Kaufman, 2018). This paradoxical effect of 

trauma on creativity has been attributed to the ability of traumatic experiences to enhance 

emotional sensitivity, which in turn can lead to the greater depth of thought and increased 

cognitive flexibility (Bockers et al., 2019). 

 

Creativity and Creative Thinking: Definition of creativity and creative thinking, how they 

are measured, and how trauma can affect them. 

Trauma is often viewed as a wholly negative experience that has only harmful effects on an 

individual's psychological and cognitive functioning. However, recent research suggests that 

trauma may have a paradoxical relationship with creativity. (Kaufman & Kaufman, 2018). 

This chapter will explore the concept of the "trauma paradox" and examine the different 

ways that trauma may influence creative thinking. 

 

The Trauma Paradox 

refers to the phenomenon whereby individuals who have experienced trauma may also 

exhibit heightened levels of creativity. This seems counterintuitive, as trauma is typically 

associated with negative outcomes such as anxiety, depression, and other psychological 

disorders. Chirico, A., Ferrise, F., Cordella, L., Livi, S., & Bonalume, L. (2021). However, 
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several studies have suggested that trauma can also lead to positive outcomes such as 

resilience, growth, and creativity. 

 

Trauma and Creative Thinking 

Research has shown that trauma can influence creative thinking in several ways. One study 

found that individuals who had experienced trauma scored higher on a test of divergent 

thinking, which measures the ability to generate multiple solutions to a problem Shen, C., & 

Nan, J. (2018). Another study found that trauma survivors were more likely to engage in 

artistic and creative activities as a form of coping and self-expression Sawyer, J., & Gannon, 

N. (2011). 

 

Mechanisms of the Trauma-Creativity Relationship 

Several mechanisms have been proposed to explain the relationship between trauma and 

creativity. One theory suggests that trauma may enhance creativity by increasing an 

individual's sensitivity to emotional and sensory stimuli. Another theory suggests that 

trauma may lead to a greater need for self-expression, which may manifest as creativity. 

O'Connor, K. (2012). Bockers, E., Zeeck, A., Stieglitz, R. D., & Jahn, T. (2016). 

 

Implications for Creative Therapies 

The paradoxical relationship between trauma and creativity has important implications for 

creative therapies. Several studies have shown that creative therapies such as art therapy and 

music therapy can be effective in treating trauma-related symptoms. These therapies may 

help trauma survivors to express and process their emotions in a safe and supportive 

environment. 

 

Positive Effects of Trauma on Creativity: A review of studies that suggest trauma can 

enhance creative thinking and production. 

Trauma is often associated with negative outcomes such as depression, anxiety, and PTSD. 

However, recent research has suggested that trauma may also have a positive side, 

particularly when it comes to creative thinking.  

 

Trauma and Divergent Thinking 

One way in which trauma may enhance creative thinking is by increasing divergent thinking 

abilities. Divergent thinking is the ability to generate multiple solutions to a problem and is a 

key component of creative thinking. Studies have found that individuals who have 

experienced trauma may have better divergent thinking abilities compared to those who have 

not experienced trauma (Marshall & Brown, 2006; Thompson, 2011). In one study, 

participants who had experienced childhood trauma were found to be more creative on a 

divergent thinking task than those who had not experienced trauma (Marshall & Brown, 

2006). 

 

Trauma and Associative Thinking 

Another way in which trauma may enhance creative thinking is by increasing associative 

thinking abilities. Associative thinking is the ability to make connections between seemingly 

unrelated concepts and is also a key component of creative thinking. Studies have found that 

individuals who have experienced trauma may have better associative thinking abilities 

compared to those who have not experienced trauma (Fink et al., 2014; Gravett & Kinney, 

2018). In one study, individuals who had experienced trauma were found to have greater 

connectivity in brain regions associated with associative thinking (Fink et al., 2014). 
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Trauma and Emotional Regulation 

is the ability to manage one's emotions in response to a given situation. Trauma can lead to 

difficulties in emotional regulation, but research has suggested that these difficulties may 

actually enhance creative thinking. Studies have found that individuals with PTSD, who 

have difficulty regulating their emotions, have better creative thinking abilities compared to 

those without PTSD (Harms et al., 2018; Nijdam et al., 2014). This may be because 

individuals with PTSD are more likely to engage in creative activities as a way to regulate 

their emotions (Nijdam et al., 2014). 

 

Trauma and Resilience 

Finally, it is important to consider the role of resilience in the relationship between trauma 

and creative thinking. Resilience is the ability to recover from or adapt to difficult situations. 

While trauma can have negative effects on mental health, individuals who have experienced 

trauma and have developed resilience may be more likely to experience positive outcomes 

such as enhanced creativity (Southwick et al., 2014). Studies have found that individuals 

who have experienced trauma and have developed resilience have better creative thinking 

abilities compared to those who have experienced trauma but have not developed resilience 

(Karwautz et al., 2019; Streb et al., 2019). 

 

Negative Effects of Trauma on Creativity: A review of studies that suggest trauma can 

hinder or impede creative thinking and production. 

Trauma has been shown to have a negative impact on creativity. The experience of trauma 

can lead to a decrease in the production of creative works and limit creative thinking 

abilities. This chapter explores the ways in which trauma can impede creative thinking and 

production. 

 

Studies have shown that individuals who have experienced trauma can suffer from 

symptoms such as hypervigilance, avoidance, and emotional numbing, which can inhibit 

creativity (Galindo, 2017). In a study by Van der Kolk (2014), participants who had 

experienced childhood trauma had significantly less creative fluency compared to those who 

had not experienced trauma. Another study by Jung et al. (2018) found that trauma-exposed 

individuals had lower scores on tests measuring creative problem-solving ability compared 

to non-trauma-exposed individuals. 

 

Furthermore, research has shown that individuals who have experienced trauma often have a 

negative self-concept and lack self-esteem, which can also limit creative thinking (Kramer et 

al., 2018). Trauma can lead to feelings of shame, guilt, and self-doubt, which can impede the 

creative process (Van der Kolk, 2014). 

 

Additionally, trauma can have a direct impact on the brain regions involved in creative 

thinking. The hippocampus, which is involved in memory and imagination, can be damaged 

by trauma, leading to a decrease in creative thinking ability (Wang et al., 2021). The 

prefrontal cortex, which is responsible for higher-level thinking and decision-making, can 

also be affected by trauma, leading to a decrease in creativity (Galindo, 2017). 

 

Factors that Influence the Relationship between Trauma and Creativity: A review of 

studies that explore the moderating effect of factors such as age, gender, the severity of 

the trauma, and coping strategies. 

Age: Age has been found to be a significant factor in the relationship between trauma and 

creativity. Some studies suggest that trauma experienced in early childhood can have a 
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lasting impact on creativity, with individuals who experienced trauma at a young age 

exhibiting higher levels of creativity in adulthood (Lindauer et al., 2004; van der Kolk et al., 

1996). However, other studies suggest that trauma experienced later in life can have a 

negative impact on creativity (Benedek et al., 2017; Fink et al., 2020). Further research is 

needed to clarify the relationship between age and the impact of trauma on creativity. 

 

Gender: 

Gender has also been found to be a significant factor in the relationship between trauma and 

creativity. Some studies suggest that women are more likely to experience trauma and that 

trauma has a greater negative impact on women's creativity compared to men (McIntyre-

Smith et al., 2019; Schuler et al., 2016). However, other studies have found no gender 

differences in the relationship between trauma and creativity (Benedek et al., 2017; Davis et 

al., 2021). More research is needed to understand the complex relationship between gender, 

trauma, and creativity. 

 

The severity of trauma: 

The severity of trauma has also been found to be a significant factor in the relationship 

between trauma and creativity. Some studies suggest that individuals who have experienced 

more severe trauma may exhibit lower levels of creativity (Fink et al., 2020; Silver et al., 

2019). However, other studies suggest that the impact of trauma on creativity may depend 

on the type of trauma experienced, with certain types of trauma having a more negative 

impact on creativity than others (Benedek et al., 2017; Lindauer et al., 2004). 

 

Coping strategies: 

Finally, coping strategies have been found to play a moderating role in the relationship 

between trauma and creativity. Some studies suggest that individuals who use adaptive 

coping strategies, such as seeking social support or engaging in relaxation techniques, may 

exhibit higher levels of creativity (Dane et al., 2018; Davis et al., 2021). However, other 

studies suggest that the relationship between coping strategies and creativity may depend on 

the type of trauma experienced (McIntyre-Smith et al., 2019). 

 

Possible Mechanisms that Link Trauma and Creativity: An overview of theoretical models 

that explain the relationship between trauma and creativity, such as the cognitive 

disinhibition theory and the posttraumatic growth model. 

 

The Cognitive Disinhibition Theory: 

The cognitive disinhibition theory proposes that exposure to traumatic events can lead to a 

breakdown in cognitive processes that are normally responsible for inhibiting irrelevant or 

distracting information. According to this theory, traumatic events can cause a state of 

hyperarousal and hypervigilance, which can lead to increased distractibility and reduced 

ability to filter out irrelevant information. This breakdown in cognitive inhibition can lead to 

the generation of novel and unconventional ideas, which can be a source of creativity 

(Simonton, 2014). 

 

The Posttraumatic Growth Model: 

The posttraumatic growth model suggests that individuals who experience traumatic events 

can experience positive changes in their attitudes, beliefs, and values. According to this 

model, traumatic events can challenge an individual's worldview and lead to a process of 

psychological growth and development. This growth can involve a greater appreciation of 

life, increased resilience, and the development of new skills and perspectives. This increased 
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resilience and openness to new experiences can lead to greater creative output (Tedeschi & 

Calhoun, 2004). 

 

The Dual-Pathway Model: 

The dual-pathway model proposes that the relationship between trauma and creativity is 

influenced by two pathways: the avoidance pathway and the approach pathway. The 

avoidance pathway involves the use of avoidance coping strategies to deal with traumatic 

events, which can lead to reduced creativity. The approach pathway involves the use of 

approach coping strategies, such as seeking social support and using positive reappraisal, 

which can lead to increased creativity (Blechert et al., 2016). 

 

CONCLUSION 

Summary of key findings and contributions of the literature review, and recommendations 

for future research. 

 

This literature review has explored the relationship between trauma and creativity, 

highlighting both the potential benefits and drawbacks of traumatic experiences on creative 

thinking and production. The findings of this review suggest that trauma can have a complex 

and multifaceted relationship with creativity, influenced by various individual, cognitive, 

and environmental factors. 

 

Overall, the literature reviewed in this paper suggests that while a trauma can have negative 

effects on creativity, such as increased psychological distress and decreased cognitive 

flexibility, it can also lead to positive outcomes such as posttraumatic growth and increased 

creative expression. The studies reviewed in this paper indicate that the relationship between 

trauma and creativity is moderated by various factors, including age, gender, the severity of 

the trauma, coping strategies, and social support. 

 

Theoretical models, such as the cognitive disinhibition theory and the posttraumatic growth 

model, provide possible mechanisms for explaining the relationship between trauma and 

creativity. However, more research is needed to fully understand these mechanisms and to 

identify effective interventions for individuals who have experienced trauma and wish to 

enhance their creative thinking and production. 

 

This literature review has several implications for future research. There is a need for more 

longitudinal studies that examine the long-term effects of trauma on creativity, as well as 

studies that explore the potential benefits of different types of creative activities in 

promoting posttraumatic growth. Future research should also investigate the effectiveness of 

different interventions, such as cognitive behavioral therapy and expressive arts therapies, in 

enhancing creative expression and promoting posttraumatic growth. 

 

In conclusion, this literature review highlights the importance of considering the role of 

trauma in creative thinking and production. It provides a comprehensive overview of the 

current state of research on the relationship between trauma and creativity and identifies key 

areas for future research. By gaining a better understanding of this relationship, we can 

develop effective interventions to promote posttraumatic growth and enhance creative 

expression for individuals who have experienced trauma. 
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