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Why consider mental imagery and emotion 
across disorders?



Role of mental imagery was highlighted early in CBT (Beck, 1973), but 
the dominant focus has traditionally been on verbal cognitions.

Holmes and colleagues propose that mental imagery:

• is important but neglected in some areas of psychopathology
• has a particularly strong impact on emotion
• can be distorted: for worse and for better
• offers important and alternative treatment possibilities

Holmes & Mathews (2005)



In which psychological disorders does 
negative mental imagery occur?



Negative mental imagery occurs not only in PTSD, but across 
psychological disorders:

Published examples include:

PTSD
Social phobia
Depression
Agoraphobia
Psychosis
Body dysmorphic disorder
Substance cravings

Holmes & Hackmann (2004)



Developing cognitive therapies: 
A laboratory approach (1)



THE EFFECTS OF IMAGERY-COMPETING TASKS:

Can we “dampen down” unwanted, intrusive imagery?

Trauma film paradigm = analogue for PTSD and flashbacks

• Frequency of flashbacks to analogue trauma can be modulated by 
completing standardised cognitive tasks during trauma film viewing 
(e.g. Holmes et al., 2004)

• Specifically, visuospatial tasks reduce the number of flashbacks but 
verbal tasks increase the number of flashbacks to trauma

• But do visuospatial tasks have the same effects post-trauma??

Holmes, E. A., James, E. L., Coode-Bate, T., & Deeprose, C. (2009). Can Playing the 
Computer Game 'Tetris' Reduce the Build-up of Flashbacks for Trauma? A Proposal 

from Cognitive Science. PLoS ONE, 4(1), e4153 doi:4110.1371/journal.pone.0004153.



Imagery competing tasks following analogue 
trauma: Results

• Reduce frequency of flashbacks compared to 
no-task control

• Reduce clinical symtomatology associated with 
flashbacks compared to no-task control

• Consistent with cognitive models of PTSD: we 
propose that Tetris selectively interferes with 
visual sensory-perceptual processing of the 
traumatic film

Holmes, E. A., James, E. L., Coode-Bate, T., & Deeprose, C. (2009). Can Playing the 
Computer Game 'Tetris' Reduce the Build-up of Flashbacks for Trauma? A Proposal 

from Cognitive Science. PLoS ONE, 4(1), e4153 doi:4110.1371/journal.pone.0004153.



Developing cognitive therapies: 
A laboratory approach (2)



CAN WE MODIFY APPRAISALS OF INTRUSIONS USING CBM?

• Experience of negative intrusive memories feature of depression

For example: depressed patients might report strong 
sensory intrusive memories of a past failure experience 

(Birrer et al., 2007)

• The negative appraisals of these negative intrusions such as 
“having this memory means that I am weak”: both maintains 
intrusive memories, and depressive symptoms 

(Starr & Moulds, 2006)

Lang, T. J., Moulds, M. L., & Holmes, E. A. (2009). Reducing depressive intrusions via a computerized cognitive bias 
modification of appraisals task: Developing a cognitive vaccine. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 47(2), 139-145.



Computerised CBM of appraisals: Results

• Participants in positive training condition produced more positive 
interpretations of intrusive memories compared to negatively trained 
participants

• Positive training condition produced significantly less intrusions than 
the negative condition

• Positive training condition rated the negative event (depressing film) 
as being less distressing over a 1 week period than the negative
condition

Lang, T. J., Moulds, M. L., & Holmes, E. A. (2009). Reducing depressive intrusions via a computerized cognitive bias 
modification of appraisals task: Developing a cognitive vaccine. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 47(2), 139-145.



Overall Summary

Our research group – excited about recent experimental innovations using 
mental imagery

Using cognitive science to inform clinical innovation

– Cognitive tasks can be used to reduce negative, intrusive imagery associated with 
trauma

– Computerised Cognitive Bias Modification can be used to modify negative appraisals 
of intrusions and in turn, reduce frequency intrusions and clinical symptomatology

Future Directions? 
Early stages laboratory research: ‘Cognitive Vaccines’?



For more information and recent papers please see

http://www.psychiatry.ox.ac.uk/epct
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