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REVIEW ARTICLE

Commemoration of disruptive events: a scoping review about posttraumatic
stress reactions and related factors
Huibertha B. Mitima-Verloop a,b, Paul A. Boelen a,b and Trudy T. M. Moorena,b

aARQ National Psychotrauma Centre, Diemen, The Netherlands; bUtrecht University, Utrecht, The Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Collective commemoration in response to war or disaster is widespread across time and
cultures. It is assumed to support those affected by the disruptive event to cope with their
experiences. However, the actual relationship between commemoration and mental health
outcomes is complicated and evidence of healing effects remains elusive. By applying
a scoping review approach, this article maps empirical studies that focus on commemora-
tion from a psychological perspective. Within five electronic databases, 415 unique articles
were identified, of which 26 met the predetermined inclusion criteria, i.e. presenting
empirical data on the subject of war or large-scale violence and commemoration in relation
to posttraumatic stress (PTS) and grief reactions. The data were extracted and analysed
according to the five steps of a systematic scoping review. Results varied, with both
negative and positive effects of commemoration on PTS and grief reactions being reported.
Based on these findings we propose an evidence-informed model that distinguishes differ-
ent aspects influencing the linkage between commemoration and PTS and grief reactions.
The following aspects are distinguished: contextual factors, including political and cultural
context, individual characteristics and facilitating mechanism, including expression, recogni-
tion, support, meaning-making and personal memories. The proposed model needs to be
tested and validated by further quantitative research. This will allow social workers and
policy makers to make well-informed decisions about commemorative events that may
benefit fractured communities as well as individuals.

Conmemoración de los eventos disruptivos: UnA revisión de alcance
de las reacciones de estrés traumático y factores relacionados
La conmemoración colectiva en respuesta a guerra o desastre está muy extendido a lo largo
del tiempo y las culturas. Se asume que apoya a quienes fueron afectados por el evento
disruptivo para afrontar estas experiencias. Sin embargo, la relación actual entre la
conmemoración y los resultados de salud mental es complicada y la evidencia de los efectos
de sanación permanece elusiva. Al aplicar una perspectiva de revisión de alcance, este
artículo mapea estudios empíricos que se centran en la conmemoración desde una per-
spectiva psicológica. Incluyendo cinco bases de datos electrónicas, 415 artículos únicos
fueron identificados, de los cuales 26 cumplieron con los criterios de inclusión predetermi-
nados, por ej. Presentando datos empíricos en el tema de guerra o violencia de larga escala
y la conmemoración en relación al estrés postraumático (EPT) y reacciones de duelo. Los
datos fueron extraídos y analizados de acuerdo a los cinco pasos de una revisión sistemática
de alcance. Los resultados variaron, tanto en los efectos positivos como negativos de la
conmemoración en el EPT y las reacciones de duelo reportadas. En base a estos hallazgos, se
propone un modelo informado en la evidencia que distingue aspectos diferentes que
influencian el vínculo entre la conmemoración y el EPT y las reacciones de duelo. Los
siguientes aspectos son distinguidos: factores contextuales, incluyendo el contexto
político y cultural, las características individuales y el mecanismo facilitador, incluyendo
expresión, reconocimiento, apoyo, significación y recuerdos personales. El modelo pro-
puesto necesita ser puesto a prueba y validado por investigación cuantitativa adicional.
Esto permitirá que los trabajadores sociales y los legisladores tomen decisiones bien
informadas con respecto a los eventos conmemorativos que pueden beneficiar a las comu-
nidades fracturadas como también a los individuos.

破坏性事件的纪念活动:关于创伤后应激反应及相关因素的范围综述

针对战争或灾难的集体纪念活动普遍存在于各时间和文化中。它被认为可以支持那些受
破坏性事件影响的人应对其经历。然而, 纪念活动与心理健康结果之间的实际关联很复杂,
且治愈效果的证据仍旧难寻。通过应用范围综述的方法, 本文从心理学角度呈现了关注纪
念活动的实证研究。在五个电子数据库中, 确定了415篇不同的文章, 其中26篇符合预定的
入组标准, 即提供战争或大规模暴力与纪念活动主题的有关创伤后应激 (PTS) 及悲伤反应
的经验数据。根据系统性范围综述的五个步骤来提取和分析数据。结果各不相同, PTS及
悲伤反应的正, 负面影响均有被报告。基于这些发现, 我们提出了一个区分了影响纪念活
动与PTS及悲伤反应间联系不同方面的循证模型。区分以下几个方面:背景因素 (包括政治
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和文化背景), 个人特征及促进机制 (包括表达, 认可, 支持, 意义建构和个人记忆) 。提出的
此模型需要通过进一步定量研究的考查和验证。这将使社会工作者和政策制定者能够就
可能有益于脆弱团体及个体的纪念活动做出明智的决定。

1. Introduction

War, genocide, and armed conflicts are a reality in
this contemporary world. The emotional impact of
such tragedies can be huge and long-lasting
(Harlow, 2005). Commemorations are frequently
organized in response to such events, among other
reasons, to remember those who died (Hunt, 2010).
Commemoration involves an action that arises from
an ‘intention to keep the memory of a person or
a thing alive’ (Bomba, 2016, p. 7). Although this can
be performed both in private and in public, this
article will focus on public types of commemora-
tion. Recently, growing attention for commemora-
tion has been observed in the Western World
(Winter, 2007). Even though the Second World
War (WWII) ended over seventy years ago, the
number of memorials and commemoration ceremo-
nies of WWII is still growing in the Netherlands
(Walsum, 2015).

One critical aim of commemoration is to assist
survivors and society as a whole in working through
experiences of trauma and loss. Achieving this aim is
often taken for granted. Many authors mention the
importance of commemoration in coping with dis-
ruptive experiences for people directly or indirectly
affected by war, genocide or disaster (Hunt, 2010;
Miller, 2012; Pivnick, 2011; Veil, Sellnow, & Heald,
2011). Miller (2012) describes various ways in which
commemoration can assist those affected, namely
through possibilities of expression, gaining acknowl-
edgement, and receiving social support. In psycho-
analytic writings, it has been postulated that
commemorations bring emotions to the surface,
which enables someone to mourn and work through
the experience of loss (Fogelman & Bass-Wichelhaus,
2002; Ornstein, 2010). Likewise, memorials are
assumed to help families work through their
traumatic memories and losses (IJzendoorn,
Bakermans-Kranenburg, & Sagi-Schwartz, 2003).
However, commemorating is a complicated and para-
doxical issue. In societies, different opinions exist
about goals of commemorations, what or who should
be remembered, in which way, and for how long
(Frijda, 2006; Stanley, 2015). Even those directly
affected by the event, such as survivors, veterans, or
citizens, often have different needs and ideas about
the public commemorations for their lost loved ones
(Ibreck, 2012; Pivnick & Hennes, 2014). Furthermore,
while memorials intend to honour and provide space
to mourn the deaths, it may also create a barrier to

healing. Because of the static element of a memorial,
the growth and transformation of a community can-
not be represented. This may petrify the trauma nar-
rative and therefore threaten the process of healing
(Metz, 2016).

Surprisingly, empirical studies investigating the
individual impact of commemoration on emotional
functioning and psychosocial wellbeing is scarce and
evidence remains elusive. To the authors’ knowledge,
no review on this topic exists and existing research
varies widely in terms of method, target group, kind
of commemoration, and is conflicting in results.
Through a review of the literature, the present study
provides an overview in terms of volume, design, and
main findings of empirical studies, concentrating on
the individual impact of commemoration on post-
traumatic stress (PTS) and grief reactions. The results
of the included studies are synthesized and form the
basis of an evidence-informed model to explain dif-
ferent responses towards commemoration. Insight
into the impact of commemoration can guide institu-
tions in charge of organizing and implementing com-
memorations after war or disaster. In addition, it can
advise psychologists and social workers in their clin-
ical practice with those affected by large-scale vio-
lence. This might benefit individuals as well as
communities that have been struck by violence and
upheaval.

2. Methods

Since the field of commemoration has hardly been
studied within clinical psychology, this article is
structured as a scoping review. This kind of review
allows for including a wide variety of study designs as
it aims at mapping key concepts and types of evi-
dence and gaps rather than merging results into one
outcome (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005; Levac,
Colquhoun, & O’Brien, 2010). In this study, the five
stages of a scoping review described by Arksey and
O’Malley (2005) and the PRISMA-ScR checklist
(Tricco et al., 2018) were used to systematically
review the data.

2.1. Stage 1. Identifying the research question

The main research question is how collective com-
memoration after war, genocide or large-scale vio-
lence is related to the experience of PTS and grief
reactions. In addition, we examine aspects that might
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influence (i.e. strengthen or weaken) this relationship,
as presented by the reviewed studies.

2.2. Stage 2. Identifying relevant studies

The search was conducted on 2 May 2019 in five
different electronic databases: PsycInfo, Medline,
Evidence Based Medicine Reviews (EBMR),
Published International Literature on Traumatic
Stress (PILOTS) and Web of Science (WoS). The
search strategy (using thesaurus terms and Boolean
operators) is described in Table 1. No time frame was
specified in the search strategy.

2.3. Stage 3. Study selection

Through these electronic databases, we identified 415
potentially relevant articles (see Figure 1), of which
338 articles remained after duplicates were removed
(Bramer, Giustini, de Jonge, Holland, & Bekhuis,
2016). Titles and abstracts of the included articles

were scanned using the inclusion criteria (Table 2).
The initial 97 articles (authors with surname A-D)
were scanned by two of the authors (HM & TM).
Agreement about including articles was reached for
90% of these articles. Differences in decisions
between the reviewers were discussed until consensus
was reached. One author (HM) scanned the remain-
ing 241 articles. Reference lists of included articles
were checked, based on which two additional articles
were included in the review. After finishing the selec-
tion process, 26 articles were identified for review.

Table 1. Search terms used.
Theme Search terms

Event War OR wars OR genocide* OR holocaust* OR
massacre* OR mass violence OR armed conflict

Commemoration Memorial* OR monument* OR commemorat* OR
memoralisat* OR memorat*

Grief and trauma
reactions

Anniversary reaction* OR anniversary event* OR
bereave* OR grief OR griev* OR mourn* OR
sorrow* OR loss OR ptsd OR posttraumatic OR
psychological trauma OR emotional trauma OR
traumatic OR troubl* memor*

Figure 1. Flow chart.
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2.4. Stage 4. Charting the data

As proposed by Arksey and O’Malley (2005), a data
charting form was used to extract data from the
included articles. Data were charted regarding the
studied population, study design, type of commem-
oration, effect on PTS or grief reactions and factors
that influenced this reaction. This facilitated the ana-
lysis and identification of overarching key variables in
the studied relationship. Table 3 summarizes the
included studies.

2.5. Stage 5. Collating, summarizing and
reporting results

A synthesis of the key variables identified in stage
four resulted in an evidence- informed model. The
factors in this model are discussed in detail in the
Results-section.

3. Results

The results are structured according to the key vari-
ables that emerged while charting the data. Firstly,
characteristics of the reviewed studies are described
in more detail. Secondly, we elaborate on the rela-
tionship between commemoration, PTS, and grief
reactions as emerging in these studies. Lastly, several
correlates are presented which can be considered to
influence the studied relationship. For details of the
reviewed studies concerning study design and target
group, we refer to Table 3.

3.1. Characteristics of the reviewed studies

3.1.1. Studied populations
The 26 studies included in the review were published
between 1985 and 2018. Eighteen studies involved
people who were directly affected by war and eight
articles concentrated on the general community
or second and third generation affected. Most articles
focused on commemoration of WWII (n = 9). Other
articles concerned commemoration of the Vietnam
war (n = 5), Ukrainian-Polish conflict (n = 1),
Guatemalan genocide (n = 2), Rwandan genocide
(n = 4), Israeli-Palestinian conflict (n = 3), Russian
wars (n = 1), and Bosnian war (n = 1).

3.1.2. Study design
Sixteen studies had a qualitative design, employing
interviews (n = 11, of which 4 longitudinal/ethno-
graphic), case studies (n = 4), and focus groups
(n = 1). Ten studies reported a quantitative design,
varying between an experimental design (n = 6, of
which 3 longitudinal), and survey studies (n = 4, of
which 2 longitudinal).

3.1.3. Type of commemoration
Eighteen studies examined collective commemoration
events and 7 studies focused specifically on a memorial
visit, often accompanied by a remembrance ceremony.
One article concentrated on a specific ritual, namely
listening to national songs linked to Memorial Day
(Bensimon, Bodner, & Shrira, 2016).

3.2. Responses to commemoration

Most studies focus on PTS reactions in relation to
commemoration. Grief reactions are studied to
a lesser extent. There are salient differences in results
between studies, pointing to an increase as well as
decrease in PTS reactions.

3.2.1. PTS reactions
Five studies, all qualitative designs including interviews
and case studies, among WWII and Vietnam veterans
described clinical cases in which commemoration was
linked to anniversary reactions, PTS reactions, and the
onset of delayed posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
(Amen, 1985; Barron, Davies, & Wiggins, 2008; Faltus,
Sirota, Parsons, Daamen, & Schare, 1986; Hilton, 1997;
Musaph, 1990). Examples of PTS reactions reported in
these studies include nightmares, flashbacks, panic
attacks, and impaired concentration. Concurrently,
WWII veterans in two qualitative studies highlight
a relieve of trauma distress through commemoration,
a distinction between now and then and a way to come
to terms with experiences (Barron et al., 2008; Burnell,
Coleman, & Hunt, 2010). A quantitative cross-sectional
study among Guatemalan genocide survivors revealed
that participating in commemoration was associated
with more intrusions, and less avoidant thoughts
(Gasparre, Bosco, & Bellelli, 2010). Four studies con-
cerning commemoration of the genocide in Rwanda,
with both quantitative and qualitative designs, all
reported that participants of annual remembrances
endured traumatic crises during and after the ceremo-
nies (Gishoma et al., 2015; Ibreck, 2010; Kabakambira
et al., 2018; Olij, 2005). Other studies (n = 3) conducted
quantitative longitudinal research on the effect of visits
of Vietnam veterans to the Vietnam Veterans Memorial
(VVM) (Parsons, Faltus, Sirota, Schare, & Daamen,
1988; Watkins, Cole, & Weidemann, 2010; Watson,
Tuorila, Detra, Gearhart, & Wielkiewicz, 1995). PTSD
symptoms increased for veterans attending the

Table 2. Inclusion criteria.
Inclusion criteria

- Examining public commemoration (including visits to public
memorials and specific rituals as part of collective
commemorations)

- Commemoration related to war, genocide, or mass violence
- Reflecting on posttraumatic stress or grief reactions (and/or
associated emotions)

- Written in English
- Empirical basis (case study, qualitative or quantitative design)
- Humans were used as the source of information
- Published in a peer reviewed journal (to ensure quality)
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dedication of the VVM, whereas a decrease in symp-
toms was found for veterans who did not attend the
ceremony (Parsons et al., 1988). No (long-term) effects
on PTSD symptoms were revealed in the other studies
(Watkins et al., 2010; Watson et al., 1995), with only
minor short-term improvements on some stress symp-
toms (Watson et al., 1995). For some participants, the
trip had positive effects while the visit was counter-
productive to others. Lastly, three quantitative longitu-
dinal and experimental studies explored the impact of
a Holocaust memorial visit for Polish, American Jewish
and Israeli students. They revealed an initial increase of
distress and PTSD symptoms (Bilewicz & Wojcik, 2018;
Mimouni-Bloch, Walter, Ross, & Bloch, 2013;
Silverman et al., 1999), but symptoms diminished to
base line after twelve months (Silverman et al., 1999).
Looking at emotions that are connected to PTS reac-
tions, qualitative interview studies reveal that public
commemoration nourished feelings of personal injus-
tice, of being forgotten or misunderstood, which was
linked to anger, bitterness, and resentment (Barron
et al., 2008; Beristain, Paez, & Gonzalez, 2000; Burnell
et al., 2010; Magierowski, 2016; Oushakine, 2006). The
quantitative experimental study of Bensimon et al.
(2016) revealed that listening to sad national songs,
mainly broadcasted during Memorial Day in Israel,
increased negative affect in Israeli people.

3.2.2. Grief reactions
Six qualitative interview studies investigated the rela-
tionship between commemoration and grief reac-
tions. Increased feelings of grief were reported by
WWII veterans from the US during the 50th anniver-
sary commemoration ceremony (Harvey, Stein, &
Scott, 1995), and by children of Holocaust survivors,
visiting Nazi death camps (Jacobs, 2014). Guatemalan
genocide survivors only referred to feelings of loss
and intense grief as result of commemoration in the
past (during the period 1981–1985) (Beristain et al.,
2000). Possick et al. (2007) studied diverse, both
individual and collective, commemorative activities,
and interviewed Israeli widows who lost their hus-
band in a terroristic attack. They concluded that there
is only a perceived link between individual (but not
collective) commemoration and mourning and grief
work, whereas public commemoration serves other
purposes, such as collective meaning-making. Two
qualitative studies, conducting interviews among
Bosnian and Rwandan genocide survivors, underline
the importance of reburial to (start) the process of
mourning (Ibreck, 2010; Pollack, 2003). With regard
to both PTS and grief reactions, qualitative studies
revealed that commemoration (re)awakened emo-
tions of sadness, sorrow, confusion, fear, anguish,
and anxiety (Ibreck, 2010; Jacobs, 2014; Musaph,
1990; Olij, 2005; Pollack, 2003; Zembylas &
Bekerman, 2011).

3.3. Factors affecting the emotional
consequences of commemoration

From the overview of studies, several aspects emerged
that may influence how a commemoration is per-
ceived by individuals, and therefore may influence
PTS and grief reactions. These aspects can be cate-
gorized into three factors, namely facilitating
mechanisms (expression, meaning-making, recogni-
tion, support, and personal memories), individual
characteristics (prior experiences and demographics)
and contextual factors (rituals/design, political and
cultural context).

3.3.1. Expression
Several studies, with both qualitative and quantitative
designs, showed that commemoration and visiting
a memorial is linked to expression of emotions con-
cerning the traumatic events, both through talking
and non-verbal expression of feelings (Barron et al.,
2008; Gasparre et al., 2010; Harvey et al., 1995;
Jacobs, 2014; Watkins et al., 2010). This expression
and/or sharing of emotions yielded a sense of relief
(Ibreck, 2010), as well as an increase in emotions of
fear, sadness, and anger (Beristain et al., 2000).

3.3.2. Meaning-making
Individual acceptance and meaning-making are reg-
ularly mentioned as consequences of commemora-
tion. Qualitative studies indicated that performing
rituals may foster acceptance of the loss of a loved
one and closure in the process of healing (Ibreck,
2010; Pollack, 2003). Furthermore, collective remem-
brance is linked to attributing meaning to the loss,
regaining control over life, and decreased feelings of
helplessness (Beristain et al., 2000; Oushakine, 2006).
From a more collective perspective, commemoration
can give new meaning to family narratives (Jacobs,
2014), or advance collective memory making, in
which loss and trauma can be framed as heroic and
worthwhile (Beristain et al., 2000; Possick et al.,
2007). Evidently, where positive meaning is made,
commemoration can nourish the attribution of nega-
tive meaning as well. It can be a reminder to hold on
to painful stories and victimization (Oushakine,
2006), or incomprehension about present-day suffer-
ings (Zembylas & Bekerman, 2011).

3.3.3. Recognition
Related to individual acceptance, commemoration
also helped people to feel acknowledged for their
loss and suffering by others (Ibreck, 2010; Pollack,
2003) and to experience recognition of ones’ traumas
(Zembylas & Bekerman, 2011). A side effect of this
recognition, which is closely related to compassion
and empathy, was illustrated by the quantitative study
of Bilewicz and Wojcik (2018). They revealed an
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increased change of secondary traumatization among
high school students with more compassion for vic-
tims, after a trip to Auschwitz. On the contrary,
a group of veterans in the interview studies of
Barron et al. (2008) and Burnell et al. (2010) per-
ceived the annual commemoration in the United
Kingdom as a reminder of the lack of societal recog-
nition for their efforts. Likewise, for Russian mothers
in the study of Oushakine (2006), the collective cer-
emonies emphasized the indifference and neglect of
society.

3.3.4. Social support
Various qualitative studies demonstrated that com-
memoration had the potential to bring people
together, feel united, reconstruct social support, and
reduce disengagement and isolation (Barron et al.,
2008; Beristain et al., 2000; Burnell et al., 2010;
Harvey et al., 1995; Ibreck, 2010; Jacobs, 2014;
Oushakine, 2006; Pollack, 2003). Other qualitative
studies presented an opposite effect of commemora-
tion, that is the potential to underline the absence of
(societal) support or social bonding between groups
(Barron et al., 2008; Magierowski, 2016).

3.3.5. Personal memories
The last important aspect that was derived from the
reviewed studies is the emergence of personal mem-
ories through commemoration. In most articles, both
quantitative and qualitative, these personal memories
are described as intrusions (Amen, 1985; Harvey
et al., 1995; Hilton, 1997; Kabakambira et al., 2018;
Musaph, 1990; Pollack, 2003), or reliving the atroci-
ties of family narratives for next generations (Jacobs,
2014; Zembylas & Bekerman, 2011). At the same
time, personal memories may also be associated
with more positive experiences. Veterans in the inter-
view study of Barron et al. (2008) describe how com-
memoration can foster reminiscing of adverse events
in a safe context. Further, triggered memories can
assist in continuing a bond with the deceased
(Oushakine, 2006). Watkins et al. (2010) hypothe-
sized that commemoration leads to a traumatic
reminder which, because of the canalized and limited
form, promotes reconciliation with past experiences.

3.3.6. Individual characteristics
Prior experiences, especially mental health status, were
most frequently reported to influence the PTS reac-
tions in response to the commemoration. Participants
from various studies, for whom commemoration
yielded an increase in stress related symptoms or
negative emotions, had a history of mental health
problems or PTSD (e.g. Bensimon et al., 2016). Years
of active avoidance and suppression of emotions
related to the traumatic experience preceded the com-
memoration in many participants (Amen, 1985; Faltus

et al., 1986; Harvey et al., 1995; Hilton, 1997;
Mimouni-Bloch et al., 2013; Musaph, 1990; Parsons
et al., 1988). Two qualitative studies revealed that
resolving and integrating traumatic experiences, were
related to a more positive experience of the commem-
oration (Burnell et al., 2010; Olij, 2005), although this
finding was not supported by others (Gishoma et al.,
2015). Personal characteristics, such as age (connected
to the proximity of war and identification with vic-
tims) (Bensimon et al., 2016; Zembylas & Bekerman,
2011) or gender (Barron et al., 2008; Jacobs, 2014) are
likely to influence the impact of a commemoration
ceremony as well.

3.3.7. Contextual factors
Several qualitative studies reflect on the involvement
of politics in commemorations (Magierowski, 2016;
Pollack, 2003; Zembylas & Bekerman, 2011). When
the state, for example, defines who is a ‘grievable
person’ and who needs to be commemorated, tension
may arise about the goal of commemoration as
mourning or to meet political needs. Secondly,
when exploring aspects that might influence the
response towards commemoration, the contribution
of cultural background is important to recognize as
well. Specific cultural rites are indispensable in cer-
tain communities and cultures to come to terms with
the loss (Ibreck, 2010; Pollack, 2003). Furthermore,
culturally accepted behaviours and ways of expressing
emotions may differ across cultures. As an illustration
of this, Beristain et al. (2000) studied funerary rites in
Mayan speaking and Spanish speaking individuals
and found that these rites decreased anger and sense
of injustice among the former but not the latter group
(Beristain et al., 2000). The study of Gasparre et al.
(2010) confirms these results; the more participants
identified themselves with Mayan culture, the more
they participated in rituals and experienced positive
emotions. Lastly, the design of the memorial or
rituals performed during the commemoration has
an impact on how individuals will respond in terms
of PTS or grief reactions (Gasparre et al., 2010;
Possick et al., 2007; Watkins et al., 2010).
Surprisingly, we identified just three studies tapping
this aspect.

Structuring all findings described above resulted in
a model, presented in Figure 2. The model depicts the
linkage between commemoration and the increase as
well as decrease of PTS and grief reactions. These
responses are, in turn, affected by the described facil-
itating mechanisms, individual characteristics and
contextual factors.

4. Discussion

Collective commemorations are assumed to support
individuals in coping with disruptive events. We
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conducted a scoping review to gain more insight in the
existing empirical evidence of the relationship between
collective commemoration after large-scale violence and
PTS and grief reactions, as well as factors that might
influence this relationship. Twenty-six empirical studies
were included, on the basis of which we formulated an
evidence-informed model with facilitating mechanisms,
individual characteristics and contextual factors affect-
ing responses (Figure 2). The review indicated that PTS
and grief reactions often increase during and after com-
memoration. Individual characteristics, such as prior
experiences, and contextual factors, such as the cultural
and political environment, seemed to be associated with
the emotional consequences of commemoration. Five
other mechanisms were identified to affect individual
responses, namely the degree in which people, through
their involvement in commemorations, can experience
support and recognition, can make meaning, express
themselves, and relive personal memories.

An increase in PTS reactions through commemora-
tion was primarily seen among directly affected indi-
viduals who suffered from PTSD or other psychiatric
disorders prior to the commemoration. Considering
the fact that the maintenance of PTSD is related to
exposure to (nontraumatic) stressors (Schnurr,
Lunney, & Sengupta, 2004), commemoration might
be perceived as a stressful event and, as such, contri-
bute to the maintenance of PTSD. It is important to
note as well that the rise in stress reactions cannot be
interpreted automatically as a negative outcome of
commemoration. This experience can uncover sup-
pressed emotions, start a process of mourning
(Musaph, 1990), and result in a positive treatment
outcome (Faltus et al., 1986; Parsons et al., 1988).
Scant evidence for a decline in PTSD symptoms after
commemoration was provided by the reviewed studies.
Only three studies showed minor short term improve-
ments on some stress symptoms, such as avoidant

thoughts (Watkins et al., 2010; Watson et al., 1995;
Gasparre et al., 2010), but at the same time an increase
of intrusions was found (Gasparre et al., 2010).
Feelings of grief mainly increased during times of
commemoration (Harvey et al., 1995) or did not
change (Beristain et al., 2000; Possick et al., 2007).
From a broader emotional perspective, several primar-
ily qualitative studies, referred to negative emotions
and feelings as result of commemoration, such as
sadness, anger, bitterness, and resentment (Barron
et al., 2008; Beristain et al., 2000; Burnell et al., 2010;
Ibreck, 2010; Jacobs, 2014; Pollack, 2003). Empathy
and feelings of solidarity were mentioned as positive
consequences of commemoration (Jacobs, 2014;
Zembylas & Bekerman, 2011). Similar to the previous
results, these findings need to be carefully interpreted:
the experience and/or expression of negative emotions
can have both negative and positive consequences for
recovery from loss and trauma (Bonanno, Papa,
Lalande, Westphal, & Coifman, 2004).

The variation in individual responses to commem-
oration is remarkable. It highlights the importance of
exploring aspects that might influence these individual
reactions. The reviewed studies revealed several aspects
that might elucidate the relationship between commem-
oration and PTS and grief reactions. Firstly, commem-
oration often leads to the expression of emotions and
feelings that are difficult to access in regular circum-
stances (Watkins et al., 2010). Prior research indicates
that emotional expression tends to provide a healthy
form of release (Pennebaker, Zech, & Rimé, 2001),
whereas others argue that silence can be adaptive at
certain stages as well (Comas-Diaz, Lykes, & Alarcon,
1998). Secondly, the reviewed studies revealed the
importance of a process of meaning-making, and gain-
ing recognition and social support through commem-
oration. Positive meaning-making (Feder et al., 2013;
Southwick & Charney, 2018; Taylor, Kemeny, Reed,

Figure 2. Evidence-informed model of predictors of posttraumatic stress and grief reactions after commemoration.
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Bower, & Gruenewald, 2000), public recognition
(Summerfield, 2000), and a supportive social network
(Brewin, Andrews, & Valentine, 2000) are known to
support healthy recovery and protect from developing
long-lasting problems after distressing events. However,
commemoration can underscore a lack of recognition
or societal support as well, for instance when the names
of a specific group of victims are not mentioned during
a commemoration. This might yield negative appraisals
and meaning-making, strengthening identification with
victimhood or isolation (Barron et al., 2008; Oushakine,
2006). Thirdly, a strong connection was observed
between commemoration and personal reminders of
the original traumatic experience, although the experi-
mental studies did not reveal direct indicators to per-
ceive commemoration as an effective exposure
intervention (Watkins et al., 2010). Fourthly, individual
characteristics, such as age, gender, and prior mental
health status, are important to consider when studying
the impact of commemoration. These aspects corre-
spond to the outcomes of meta-analyses regarding risk
indicators for PTSD (Brewin et al., 2000; Ozer, Best,
Lipsey, & Weiss, 2003). It is possible that commemora-
tions can have a greater impact on people who are at
higher risk to develop PTSD. Lastly, the context, includ-
ing the political as well as cultural environment in
which the commemoration takes place, plays a role in
the individual responses to commemoration. In general,
commemorative events and memorials have cultural,
social, and/or political meanings and functions attached
to them. The degree to which individuals agree and
connect to these meanings and functions will influence
how they perceive the commemoration and their emo-
tional responses. Conflicting goals might fuel stress
reactions among those involved (Magierowski, 2016).
Although the studies indicate that it is important to take
into account the cultural context of the studied popula-
tion, no comparisons could be made in this review
between the studies based on the different cohorts.
The variety in backgrounds of the studied populations
and the broad range of questions and methods within
the studies did not allow for such a comparison.

As part of the contextual factors, the present study
revealed a notable gap in the literature. Only three
studies elaborated on the design of a memorial or the
performed rituals as part of the commemoration.
This is deemed relevant, as some rituals can be per-
sonal and open for one’s own interpretation, whereas
other rituals may have a more cultural or political
significance (Daines, 2000). Veil et al. (2011), adopt-
ing an artistic perspective, proposed that specific fea-
tures of a memorial can shape the feelings of visitors
and lead to more or less possibility to mourn.
Moreover, certain rituals might effectuate individual
processing, whereas others add to a process of collec-
tive recovery (Possick et al., 2007).

All the aforementioned factors demonstrate the
need for a comprehensive approach that reaches
beyond describing PTS and grief reactions, to be
able to answer the question to whom and how com-
memoration can be beneficial. Commemoration gives
a venue to experience several facilitators towards
coping, but can emphasize the absence of these
aspects as well.

4.1. Strengths and limitations

We employed an established method (see e.g. Arksey &
O’Malley, 2005) for reviewing a broad scope of qualita-
tive as well as quantitative studies. In accordance with
the goal of this scoping review, the broad range of
included studies provides a clear overview of the studies
available in the intersection between (clinical) psychol-
ogy and memory studies. This is an important first step
to fill in the gap of knowledge in this field and clarify
the existing empirical evidence. Including a wide variety
of studies is a limitation as well. Due to the diversity in
research designs and methods, a scoping review
approach precludes the option to include study quality
indicators, although study designs were described in
Table 3 and taken into consideration throughout this
review. Furthermore, the selection of studied groups,
disruptive events, countries, and types of commemora-
tion make it challenging to draw general conclusions.
This emphasizes the importance of further research in
this area and the need to test the proposed evidence-
informed model.

4.2. Conclusion

The findings in this review might assist mental
health care professionals, working with those
affected by war or large-scale violence. Moreover,
policy makers do well to be aware of possible nega-
tive consequences of commemoration, especially
when political interest are highly involved. Further
empirical data on the psychological consequences of
commemoration are urgently needed to secure com-
memoration from a mental health perspective. As
mentioned before, this could start by testing the
proposed model in various contexts. A focus on
specific rituals might result in a deeper understand-
ing of the psychological impact of commemoration.
The current study implies a need for a multifactorial
approach when examining the impact of commem-
oration on mental health. This will deepen our
understanding of the circumstances in which com-
memoration can be beneficial for individuals as well
as communities that have been struck by violence
and upheaval.
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