Journal of Social Cognition

Open Access

Spring & Summer (2025), Volume 14, Issue 1, Serial 27: 97-110

DOI: https://doi.org/10.30473/s¢.2024.71233.2976

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Structural equation modeling of the relationship between unwanted
intrusive thoughts and obsessive compulsive symptoms, according to
the mediating role of cognitive appraisal, emotional responses and
neutralization strategies

Sabereh Beheshti Mashhadi'iD, Hosein ZareiD

1. M.Sc. Student, Clinical
Psychology-Payam Noor University,
South Tehran, Tehran, Iran.

2. Professor, Department of
Educational Psychology, Faculty of
Educational Sciences and
Psychology, Al-Zahra University.
Tehran. Iran.

Correspondence:

Hosein Zare
Email: h_zare@pnu.ac.ir

Received: 05/May/2024
Revised: 17/Aug/2024
Accepted: 24/Sep/2024

How to cite:

Beheshti Mashhadi, S.; Zare; H. (2025).
Structural equation modeling of the
relationship between unwanted intrusive
thoughts and obsessive compulsive
symptoms, according to the mediating
role of cognitive appraisal, emotional
responses and neutralization strategies,
Journal of Social Cognition, 14 (27), 97-
110.

(DOI: 10.30473/s¢.2024.71233.2976)

ABSTRACT

The aim of the present research is to determine the simple relationship between
the type of intrusive thoughts (autogenesis-reactive) and obsessive-compulsive
symptoms, considering the mediating role of cognitive appraisal, emotional
responses and neutralization strategies in non-clinical samples. Therefore, a
sample consisting of the Mashhad community (total 509, 346 women, 163
men) and Were examined by The Revised Obsessional Intrusions Inventory
(ROII (Purdon & Clark, 1993, 1994) part I, cognitive appraisal, emotional
responses and strategies to neutralize intrusive thoughts part II, The Obsessive-
Compulsive Inventory-Revised (OCI-R) (Foa et al., 2002), The obtained data
were analyzed based on Pearson correlation and structural equation model test.
Research findings have shown that intrusive thoughts are related both directly
and indirectly (through cognitive evaluations, emotional responses, and
neutralization strategies) to obsessive-compulsive symptoms. Also, the model
after the final modification, based on the effect of intrusive thoughts (autogenesis
and reactive) on obsessive-compulsive symptoms, considering the mediating role
of variables of cognitive appraisal, emotional responses and neutralization
strategies in Iranian non-clinical samples It has an acceptable fit with the
experimental data.
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Introduction

Intrusive thoughts are currently considered a core feature of obsessive—compulsive disorder
(OCD). They represent a common and universal aspect of human experience; however, due to
various developmental and etiological factors, they may acquire maladaptive characteristics, at
which point they are referred to as obsessions (Aminaee et al., 2025a). Indeed, substantial
evidence suggests that intrusive thoughts are highly prevalent in the general population across
different cultures (Aminaee et al., 2025; Radomsky et al., 2014; Pascual-Vera et al., 2019), as well
as among individuals with other clinical conditions (Pascual-Vera et al., 2017; Wahl et al., 2019).
Despite the well-established association between intrusive thoughts and OCD symptom
dimensions (Pascual-Vera & Belloch, 2022), relatively few studies have examined the specific
mechanisms underlying this relationship, including cognitive appraisals, emotional reactions, and
neutralization strategies. Furthermore, several factors have been proposed to contribute to the
transformation of intrusive thoughts into obsessions, including inflated responsibility, the
excessive importance attributed to thoughts, and the personal significance attached to intrusive
experiences (Rachman, 1998; Salkovskis, 1985). In addition, some researchers have suggested
that the absence of direct evidence and contextual factor may constitute a defining feature of
obsessions (Aminaee et al., 2024; Audet, Bourgoin, & Aardema, 2023; Audet et al., 2016;
Khosravani et al., 2023). Despite substantial evidence supporting the role of cognitive appraisals,
emotional responses, and control strategies in the relationship between intrusive thoughts and
obsessive—compulsive symptoms, the precise mechanisms underlying this association remain
unclear. Specifically, it is not yet known whether intrusive thoughts develop into obsessive—
compulsive symptoms through these cognitive and emotional processes, or whether such
pathways vary as a function of the content of the intrusion. Different types of intrusive thoughts
may evoke distinct appraisals, emotional reactions, and control strategies, which in turn may
strengthen their association with OCD symptoms. Consequently, the cognitive and emotional
context surrounding intrusive thoughts may differ according to the nature of the obsession. To our
knowledge, the present study is the first to systematically examine the mediating role of
maladaptive appraisals in the relationship between the frequency of unwanted intrusive thoughts
and obsessive—compulsive symptoms in a non-clinical sample. Cognitive models of OCD propose
that intrusive thoughts play a central role in the development and maintenance of the disorder.
Nevertheless, relatively few empirical studies have directly examined these thoughts in both
individuals with OCD and members of the general population. Moreover, most studies evaluating
cognitive models of OCD have been conducted in North American and European countries
(Williams, Powers, Yun, & Foa, 2010). As a result, cultural differences in beliefs, values, and
attitudes toward mental health may influence the experience, interpretation, and management of
intrusive thoughts. Taken together, these considerations suggest that cognitive models of OCD
require further examination and refinement in non-Western contexts. In particular, findings
regarding cognitive appraisals and control strategies have been inconsistent and, in some cases,
contradictory. At the same time, available evidence indicates that obsessive intrusive thoughts are
highly prevalent in non-clinical populations and occur across different national, religious, and
cultural groups. These observations raise important questions regarding the cross-cultural
applicability of cognitive models of OCD and the extent to which psychological theories
developed in Western societies can be generalized to non-Western populations. Accordingly, the
present study employed path analysis to evaluate a comprehensive psychological model of OCD.
The proposed model included distinct dimensions of intrusive thoughts—namely, autogenous and
reactive obsessions—as predictor variables; cognitive appraisals, emotional responses, and
neutralization strategies as mediating variables; and OCD symptoms as the outcome variable.

Methodology
The target population comprised members of the general community in Mashhad, Iran. Data
collection was conducted in 2023. A total of 509 participants were recruited through
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convenience sampling and were included in the study. The research instrument included The
Revised Obsessional Intrusions Inventory (R-ROII; Purdon & Clark, 1993, 1994) was employed
to assess the presence and frequency of unwanted intrusive thoughts, images, and impulses that
are ego-dystonic and analogous to clinical obsessions. The scale comprises 52 items covering a
range of intrusive cognitions, including aggressive, sexual, contamination-related, and doubt-
related thoughts. The second section of the questionnaire assesses appraisals of and control
strategies for intrusive thoughts (Purdon & Clark, 1993). This section comprises four subscales:
cognitive appraisals, thought-control strategies, overt neutralization strategies, and covert
neutralization strategies. In a psychometric evaluation of the instrument, Aminaee et al. (2025)
supported a two-factor structure. The first factor reflected aggressive, sexual, immoral, and
impulsive intrusive thoughts, whereas the second factor represented contamination, doubt, and
mistake-related intrusions. Confirmatory factor analysis indicated that the two-factor model
exhibited an acceptable fit to the data.

The Obsessive—Compulsive Inventory—Revised (OCI-R) was used to assess obsessive—
compulsive symptoms. The scale consists of 18 items measuring six dimensions of OCD
symptoms, including washing, checking/doubting, obsessing, mental neutralizing, ordering, and
hoarding.

Result

The hypothesized relationships among the research variables were examined using structural
equation modeling. Before testing the structural model, key assumptions of SEM were
evaluated. The analyses demonstrated acceptable multivariate normality, no evidence of
influential multivariate outliers, and sufficient intercorrelations among the variables. These
findings suggested that the dataset was appropriate for conducting SEM analyses. Common fit
indices for the measurement model of the study variables are presented. Among the fit indices, a
y*/df ratio below 3 is generally considered indicative of an acceptable model fit. An RMSEA
value below .05 is considered desirable, and the obtained value was close to this criterion. In
addition, values of the other fit indices that are closer to 1 indicate a better model fit. As shown
in Table 1, the fit indices demonstrate that the measurement model fits the data well. Therefore,
the model can be considered to have satisfactory goodness of fit.

Table 1. Fit Indices of the Final Model

Fit Index 12 df 2/df RMSEA GFI AGFI IFI TLI CFI NFI

Recommended Threshold 2< <0/08 09> 09> 09> 09 > 09> 09>

Final Model 289 1 2.89 0/06 0/99 0/95 0/99 0/97 0/99 0/99
Conclusion

The primary aim of the present study was to examine the direct and indirect relationships
(through cognitive appraisals, emotional responses, and overt and covert neutralization
strategies) between intrusive thoughts and OCD symptom dimensions in a non-clinical sample.
The findings indicated that intrusive thoughts were directly associated with all dimensions of
OCD symptoms. These results suggest that intrusive thoughts are closely related to OCD and
should not be viewed as separate from OCD-related clinical manifestations. The findings are
consistent with previous studies demonstrating linear associations between intrusive thoughts
and OCD symptoms in both clinical and non-clinical samples (Aminaee et al., 2025b; Ardema
et al., 2021; Enzo et al.,, 2021). Collectively, these findings highlight the importance of
considering intrusive thoughts during the assessment and treatment of obsessive—compulsive
disorder. As hypothesized, intrusive thoughts were also indirectly associated with OCD
symptoms through cognitive appraisals, emotional responses, and control strategies. To our
knowledge, only a limited number of studies have examined the multidimensional nature of
intrusive thoughts, including Autogenous and reactive intrusions, while simultaneously
highlighting the important role of cognitive appraisals, emotional responses, and control
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strategies in their relationship with OCD symptoms. The findings further demonstrated that
intrusive thoughts were related to OCD symptoms through cognitive appraisals, emotional
responses, and neutralization strategies. Importantly, these pathways varied according to the
content of the intrusive thoughts. Specifically, Autogenous intrusive thoughts were associated
with OCD symptoms through emotional responses and covert neutralization strategies, whereas
reactive obsessions were associated with OCD symptoms through cognitive appraisals and overt
neutralization strategies. Furthermore, the results indicated that the relationship between
intrusive thoughts and OCD symptoms was statistically mediated by a combination of
maladaptive appraisals. According to this model, the experience of intrusive thoughts is not
inherently pathological. Rather, whether these thoughts develop into obsessions and
compulsions depends on individuals’ appraisals of the intrusions and the efforts they make to
control or manage them. These findings further underscore the importance of cognitive
vulnerability factors in OCD and are consistent with previous research highlighting the role of
maladaptive appraisals and cognitive processes in the development and maintenance of
obsessive—compulsive symptoms (Giraldo-O'Meara & Belloch, 2018; Pascual-Vera et al., 2019;
Pascual-Vera & Belloch, 2018b). Furthermore, the findings support a continuum model of both
obsessive—compulsive symptoms and intrusive thoughts, ranging from normality to
psychopathology (Giraldo-O'Meara & Belloch, 2018). However, these authors suggest that the
distinction between normal unwanted intrusive thoughts and clinically significant intrusions lies
not only in their presence and frequency, but also in the way they are appraised and in the
strategies individuals employ to cope with them. A novel finding of the present study, consistent
with the growing evidence for the heterogeneity of obsessive—compulsive disorder (Drake et al.,
2023), was that different OCD symptom dimensions appear to be characterized by distinct
correlational pathways. Specifically, Autogenous intrusive thoughts were directly associated
with obsessional symptoms and indirectly associated with OCD symptoms through emotional
responses and covert neutralization strategies. These findings suggest that the pathways linking
intrusive thoughts to obsessive—compulsive symptoms may vary according to the nature and
content of the intrusion.Consistent with this interpretation, previous research has shown that
obsessions involving sexual, religious, and aggressive themes are more likely to be experienced
as unacceptable, ego-dystonic, and inconsistent with an individual's self-concept. These types of
obsessions typically occur without identifiable external triggers. In contrast, reactive obsessions,
such as those involving doubt, contamination, and symmetry, are more strongly associated with
cognitive appraisals, including inflated responsibility and overestimation of threat or likelihood
of harm, which are subsequently accompanied by overt control and neutralization strategies.
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