
 

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy:  Image 
Releasing 
In Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), image releasing likely refers to a technique that helps 
individuals manage and reduce the emotional impact of distressing mental images or visual 
intrusions. These images often accompany intrusive thoughts, traumatic memories, or 
anxiety-provoking scenarios. The goal of image releasing is to process and "let go" of the 
distress associated with these mental pictures, gaining a sense of control over them. 

Here’s how image releasing might be used as a CBT technique: 

 

1. Identifying the Distressing Image 

●​ Recognize the trigger: Identify what situations, thoughts, or emotions bring up the 
image. 

●​ Describe the image: Focus on the details of the mental picture. For example: 
○​ What do you see? 
○​ Are there colors, sounds, or movements? 
○​ How does it make you feel emotionally and physically? 

 

2. Detaching from the Image 

●​ Label it: Understand that the image is a mental creation, not reality. You might say, "This 
is just a thought, not a fact." 

●​ Externalize it: Visualize the image as something outside of yourself, like on a TV screen 
or a canvas, creating psychological distance. 



 

3. Transforming the Image 

●​ Alter the image: Change aspects of the picture in your mind to make it less distressing. 
For example: 

○​ Shrink it down in size. 
○​ Make it blurry or black-and-white. 
○​ Imagine it fading away or dissolving. 

●​ Add humor: Give it an absurd or funny twist (e.g., dressing a threatening figure in a 
clown costume). 

 

4. Replacing the Image 

●​ Positive imagery: Replace the negative image with a calming, pleasant, or empowering 
mental picture, such as a peaceful beach or a moment of personal success. 

●​ Safe space visualization: Imagine yourself in a secure, comfortable environment where 
the distressing image has no power. 

 

5. Practicing Relaxation 

●​ Breathing techniques: Pair the visualization process with deep breathing to relax your 
body and mind. 

●​ Progressive muscle relaxation: Reduce tension to lower the emotional intensity of the 
image. 

 

6. Using Symbolic Release 

●​ Mental release: Imagine the image being carried away by wind, washed away by water, 
or burned in a fire. 

●​ Physical release: Write down a description of the image and then tear up the paper or 
discard it as a symbolic act. 

 

7. Cognitive Reframing 



●​ Challenge the meaning: If the image is tied to a specific belief or fear (e.g., "I’ll fail at 
this task"), reframe it to a more balanced thought (e.g., "Even if I struggle, I can handle 
this."). 

●​ Separate past from present: If the image is linked to a traumatic memory, remind 
yourself, "That event is over, and I am safe now." 

 

8. Exposure with Response Prevention (ERP) 

If the image feels unavoidable or overwhelming, you might gradually expose yourself to thinking 
about it while resisting unhelpful coping mechanisms (like avoidance or reassurance-seeking). 
Over time, the emotional impact of the image can diminish. 

 

Example of Image Releasing in Practice: 

1.​ A person recalls a vivid image of failing a presentation and being laughed at. 
2.​ They acknowledge the image as a thought, not reality, and describe it. 
3.​ They shrink the image in their mind, make it blurry, and imagine it floating away like a 

balloon. 
4.​ They replace it with an empowering image of completing the presentation confidently 

and receiving positive feedback. 
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