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The Ubiquity of Negative Intrusions

Unwanted and unpleasant mental intrusions are a fact of life for most 
people. You may be surprised to learn that even fairly disturbing intrusive 
thoughts, some of which you might consider to be disgusting, immoral, 
or repugnant, are reported by the average person. For example, a study of 
hundreds of university students from thirteen countries found that over 
80 percent reported at least one unwanted, mildly distressing intrusive 
thought over a three-month period about contamination, doubt, harm 
or aggression, immoral sexual or religious concerns, or being a victim 
of violence (Radomsky et al. 2014). It is now a well-established finding 
that practically everyone has unwanted and distressing mental intrusions 
(Clark and Rhyno 2005). What differs among us is the frequency of our 
negative intrusions, the degree to which we can control them, and the 
intensity of our distress.

You may have assumed you’re alone in your struggle with unwanted 
and distressing thoughts and feelings. If you find it hard to believe that 
others experience the same type of negative thinking, take some time 
to do the following negative-intrusions survey. Select five or six close 
friends, family members, or your spouse or partner, and ask them about 
their unwanted thoughts, images, or memories.

EXERCISE: Take a Negative-Intrusions 
Survey

Introduce this survey by asking the participant, ‘Do you ever have nega-
tive or upsetting thoughts, images, or memories that suddenly pop into 
your mind for no reason? You don’t want to have this thought, image, or 
memory, you find it upsetting, and you would like to stop thinking about 
it, but it’s hard to get your mind off it. It may pop into your mind quite 
randomly, and it may take you by surprise.’ Ask the person to describe 
these negative intrusions, and then use this worksheet to record the 
responses.
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Name of Survey 
Participant

Negative Intrusive Thoughts, 
Images, or Memories

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

Did any of the survey participants deny having unwanted and 
distressing mental intrusions? If so, ask them if they’d be willing to 
track their thoughts over the next couple of days to determine if they 
experience more negative intrusions than they may have realized. 
Sometimes people initially deny having negative thoughts, because they 
tend to quickly forget about them. The thoughts aren’t important, so 
they pay little attention to them. After intentionally tracking their intrusive 
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