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Description

Intrusive thoughts, images, and impulses suddenly 
appear in consciousness and are often experienced 
as distressing. They are common in non-clinical 
populations but, when appraised as having the potential 
to cause harm or as being the personal responsibility of 
the individual, may escalate into an obsession.

 Intrusive Thoughts, Images, and Impulses is a 
psychoeducation worksheet which allows therapists 
to explore with their clients the results of a study 
investigating the frequency of such experiences in 
a student population (Purdon & Clark, 1993). Clients 
with OCD may find it reassuring to know the frequency 
with which ‘normal’ populations experience intrusive 
thoughts, which may go some way to undermining 
unhelpful appraisals.
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Instructions

This worksheet has been designed to help clients 
engage with their beliefs about how common intrusive 
thoughts, images, and impulses are. Clients can be 
encouraged to guess the frequency at which ‘normal’ 
groups endorse each item before discovering the ‘real’ 
answers on the second page. These facts can be used 
to inform therapeutic discussions about clients’ beliefs 
regarding their own intrusions.
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Intrusive Thoughts, Images, And Impulses

PSYCHOLOGYT     LS ®

Intrusive thoughts, images, and
impulses pop into our minds
suddenly and involuntarily.
They are unwanted and di�cult
to control. Some people �nd
them highly distressing and do
not tell anyone because they feel
afraid or ashamed, or because they
fear what other people would
think if they knew.

In 1993 two psychologists
conducted a study in which they
asked a large group of students
whether they had ever experienced
some speci�c intrusive thoughts,
images and impulses. This data has
since been replicated and so
represents how often ‘normal’
people experience these intrusions.

Look through the list below and
guess what percentage of the
sample said they had experienced
that thought, image or impulse. The
answers are on the next page.

I. Driving into a window.
2. Running car o� the road.
3. Hitting animals or people with car.
4. Swerving into tra�c.
5. Smashing into objects.
6. Slitting wrist / throat.
7. Cutting o� �nger.
8. Jumping o� high place.
9. Fatally pushing a stranger.
10. Fatally pushing a friend.
11. Jumping in front of a train or car.
12. Pushing a stranger in front of a train or car.
13. Pushing family in front of a train or car.
14. Hurting strangers.
15. Insulting stranger.
16. Bumping into people.
17. Insulting authority �gure.
18. Insulting family.
19. Hurting family.
20. Choking family member.
21. Stabbing family member.
22. Leaving the heat/stove on & causing an accident.
23. Leaving the home unlocked & an intruder there.
24. Taps left on causing a �ood.
25. Swearing in public.
26. Breaking wind in public.
27. Throwing something.
28. Causing a public scene.
29. Scratching car paint.
30. Breaking a window.
31. Wrecking something.
32. Shoplifting.
33. Grabbing money.
34. Holding up a bank.
35. Sex with an unacceptable person.
36. Sex with an authority �gure.
37. Fly / blouse undone.
38. Kissing authority �gure.
39. Exposing myself.
40. Acts against sexual preferences.
41. Authority �gures naked.
42. Strangers naked.
43. Sex in public.
44. Disgusting sex act.
45. Catching sexually transmitted disease.
46. Contamination from doors.
41. Contamination from phones.
48. Catching a fatal disease from strangers.
49. Transmitting a fatal disease.
50. Giving everything away.
51. Removing all dust from the �oor.
52. Imagining dirt in unseen places.

Women  % MenIntrusion
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Intrusive Thoughts, Images, And Impulses

PSYCHOLOGYT     LS ®

I. Driving into a window.
2. Running car o� the road.
3. Hitting animals or people with car.
4. Swerving into tra�c.
5. Smashing into objects.
6. Slitting wrist / throat.
7. Cutting o� �nger.
8. Jumping o� high place.
9. Fatally pushing a stranger.
10. Fatally pushing a friend.
11. Jumping in front of a train or car.
12. Pushing a stranger in front of a train or car.
13. Pushing family in front of a train or car.
14. Hurting strangers.
15. Insulting stranger.
16. Bumping into people.
17. Insulting authority �gure.
18. Insulting family.
19. Hurting family.
20. Choking family member.
21. Stabbing family member.
22. Leaving the heat/stove on & causing an accident.
23. Leaving the home unlocked & an intruder there.
24. Taps left on causing a �ood.
25. Swearing in public.
26. Breaking wind in public.
27. Throwing something.
28. Causing a public scene.
29. Scratching car paint.
30. Breaking a window.
31. Wrecking something.
32. Shoplifting.
33. Grabbing money.
34. Holding up a bank.
35. Sex with an unacceptable person.
36. Sex with an authority �gure.
37. Fly / blouse undone.
38. Kissing authority �gure.
39. Exposing myself.
40. Acts against sexual preferences.
41. Authority �gures naked.
42. Strangers naked.
43. Sex in public.
44. Disgusting sex act.
45. Catching sexually transmitted disease.
46. Contamination from doors.
41. Contamination from phones.
48. Catching a fatal disease from strangers.
49. Transmitting a fatal disease.
50. Giving everything away.
51. Removing all dust from the �oor.
52. Imagining dirt in unseen places.

Women  % Men  %Intrusion
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Terms & conditions
This resource may be used by licensed members of Psychology Tools and their clients. Resources must be used in accordance with our terms and conditions which 
can be found at: https://www.psychologytools.com/terms-and-conditions/

Disclaimer
Your use of this resource is not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you are suffering 
from any mental health issues we recommend that you seek formal medical advice before using these resources. We make no warranties that this information is 
correct, complete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. As a professional user, you should work within the bounds of your own competencies, using your own skill and 
knowledge, and therefore the resources should be used to support good practice, not to replace it.

Copyright
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is Copyright © 2023 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

Psychology Tools develops and publishes evidence-based psychotherapy resources. We support mental health 
professionals to deliver effective therapy, whatever their theoretical orientation or level of experience.

Our digital library encompasses information handouts, worksheets, workbooks, exercises, guides, and audio skills-
development resources. 

Our tools are flexible enough to be used both in-session and between-session, and during all stages of assessment, 
formulation, and intervention. Written by highly qualified clinicians and academics, materials are available in digital and 
printable formats across a wide range of languages.

Resource details
Title: Intrusive Thoughts, Images, And Impulses
Type: Exercise
Language: English (US) 
Translated title: Intrusive Thoughts, Images, And Impulses

URL: https://www.psychologytools.com/resource/intrusive-thoughts-images-
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