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What Rorschach performance can add to assessing
and understanding personality
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I provide a contemporary overview of Hermann Rorschach’s inkblot task, including how it was developed, why it
seems to work as it does, and how to contextualize inferences drawn from the things that people see, say, and do
while completing the task. Following this, | review the meta-analyses that have been conducted concerning Ror-
schach validity, several multi-sample studies concerning focused topics, and a selection of recent individual studies.
The aim of this part of the article is to illustrate the validity of the Rorschach as a behavioral performance task that
can provide a useful complement to self-reported characteristics — both in clinical practice and in research on per-
sonality processes. Administering and coding Rorschach’s task is much more time consuming than many other
sources of personality data, particularly the ubiquitous introspective self-report method. However, it is argued that
Rorschach performance provides a unique source of information about people that can validly add to the assessment
and understanding of personality and psychological processes. As such, despite its history of controversy, it is an in-
strument that is worth consideration or reconsideration by personality assessors and researchers.
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For much of the history of the Rorschach, rather polarized
claims about its merits have been made on both sides of the
argument (Searls, 2017). Over the last 20 years, starting in
1995, the Rorschach was the subject of heated criticisms in
the literature (Lilienfeld, Wood, & Garb, 2000; Nezworski
& Wood, 1995; Wood, Lilienfeld, Garb, & Nezworski,
2000; Wood, Nezworski, Lilienfeld, & Garb, 2003; Wood,
Nezworski, & Stejskal, 1996). The main critiques focused
on Exner’s (1974; 1996; 2003) Comprehensive System,
though they also have encompassed the Rorschach in gen-
eral. These critiques led to back and forth debates focused
on reliability, validity, utility, and incremental validity (for
a sequential, structured debate see Meyer, 1999; 2001b;
Meyer & Archer, 2001); with the latter addressing what the
Rorschach provides that cannot be obtained from another
less expensive source of information (Hunsley & Meyer,
2003).

Many psychologists dismiss the Rorschach as an anti-
quated measure. It is not uncommon for those who use or
conduct research on the Rorschach to hear people say
things like, “T didn’t realize that people still used that!” In
this context, an important question is why personality psy-
chologists would want to bother with the Rorschach? I be-
lieve there are good reasons why Rorschach assessment is
still in the clinical psychology training curriculum and
used in applied clinical and forensic practice. These same
reasons provide an argument for why the Rorschach can be
usefully included in research on personality and psycho-
logical processes more broadly.
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I have two main goals in this article. One is to review
what | consider to be the contextual foundation for Ror-
schach based assessment, which includes what seemed to
be Hermann Rorschach’s intent when developing the ink-
blots. Following that | will provide a review of the meta-
analytic research that has been completed on the Ror-
schach, and then a selective overview of some Rorschach
studies, with the aim of illustrating both how it operates
and how it could be applied in personality research.

Why the Rorschach?

In thinking about the question of what Rorschach assess-
ment can add to the science of personality psychology, it is
useful to note that, at least in the English language litera-
ture, psychology increasingly is becoming what Baumeis-
ter, Vohs, and Funder (2007) have called the “science of
self-reports and finger movements.” Self-reported method-
ology and finger movements in reaction time tasks are the
primary sources of information that fuel the research that is
being done in clinical psychology, personality psychology,
social psychology, and cognitive psychology. Baumeister
et al. (2007) examined how frequently actual behavior was
being studied across decades in the Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology from the 1960s through the first
decade of the 2000s. In the 60s, about half of all studies
examined behavior. In the 70s this jumped up to about
80%, though it has been in steady decline since that time.
In the 2000s, behavior was studied in just about 15% of
published articles. As a discipline, mainstream psychology
is no longer studying what people do; it is studying what
they report and how quickly they react.
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Introspective self-report is an important way of under-
standing people, but it is fundamentally limited, as is every
assessment method. The data indicate that when targeting
seemingly parallel constructs, self-assessed characteristics
are modestly to moderately associated (r = .20 to .45) with
the reports of knowledgeable others (e.g., Achenbach,
Krukowski, Dumenci, & Ivanova, 2005; Connelly & Ones,
2010; De Los Reyes et al., 2015; Klonsky, Oltmanns, &
Turkheimer, 2002; Meyer et al., 2001; Meyer, 2002), min-
imally to modestly (r = .00 to .20) associated with meas-
ures of maximal performance (Beaudoin & Desrichard,
2011; Buchanan, 2016; Cyders & Coskunpinar, 2011;
Meyer et al., 2001) or typical performance (Mihura, Mey-
er, Dumitrascu, & Bombel, 2013; Spangler, 1992), and of-
ten surprisingly uncorrelated with official records of re-
called experiences (e.g., Hardt & Rutter, 2004; Henry,
Moffitt, Caspi, Langley, & Silva, 1994). Thus, there are
many instances when self-report will be insufficient to ad-
dress applied needs, and using valid scales from assess-
ment methods other than self-report can provide incremen-
tally valid data to inform an assessment and to meaningful-
ly address complex or sophisticated referral questions.

In the foregoing, maximal performance measures were
differentiated from typical performance measures (see
Cronbach, 1990). Maximal performance measures are
tasks where people are told to perform their best, given
clear task instructions, and educated about how to solve the
problem. Under these conditions, they put forth their max-
imum effort at doing so. This encompasses intelligence
tests, memory tests, tests of academic achievement, and so
forth. Maximal performance tasks contrast with typical
performance measures. Typical performance measures do
not impose strong demands on the person. Rather they
provide wide latitude for responding and leave it up to the
person being assessed to decide how to go about complet-
ing the task they were asked to engage in. The Rorschach
is a performance task, but it is a typical performance meas-
ure, not a maximal performance measure.

The correlations between self-reported characteristics
and either maximum performance characteristics or typical
performance characteristics fall in the range from zero up
to about .20. They are much more likely to be in the range
near zero. What this means is that when valid scales from
performance methods, either maximal or typical, are used
in personality assessment or personality research, they
provide additional, incrementally valid data that can in-
form an assessment and meaningfully address psychologi-
cal functioning in a manner that complements self-reported
characteristics.

But why the Rorschach inkblot task in particular? The
main reason is because it is a problem solving task based
on perception. The task provides a standardized, in vivo
sample of how people actually construe and see things
(Searls, 2017). Even though Hermann Rorschach called his
inkblots “accidental forms,” they were anything but. In-
stead, they were artistically created and enhanced; Ror-
schach carefully selected them, pilot-tested them, and then
modified them so that each one would more clearly do
what he intended. What he intended, it appears, is to de-
velop stimuli that contained multiple suggestive but in-
complete or imperfect perceptual likenesses that formed
competing visual images. He developed stimuli that were

highly evocative to most people, as well as structured in
two ways: (a) to provide some suggestive and rather obvi-
ous shapes that many people would see, and (b) to provide
perceptual “hooks” that would capture or trigger personal-
ized and unique imagery. Stated differently, it seems what
Rorschach devised was stimuli with two features: the ink-
blots pretty readily seem like something to most people,
though what is seen diverges into fairly common shared
images and very uncommon uniquely seen images. These
qualities make it easy for people to engage with the task
and see something other than just an inkblot — which is not
easy to do. Furthermore, the things that are seen in the ink-
blots vary as a function of the perceiver; most people see
things that other people do not.

Rorschach was trained as an artist and he was fascinat-
ed with contradictory or multiply suggestive images. At the
Rorschach Archives (see references) in Bern Switzerland,
there are many examples of his artwork, which showed he
was fascinated with form, color, and movement, as well as
with contradictory images, shaped like one thing but col-
ored like another, for example. He was very accomplished
as an artist, and he put that artistic expertise to work in the
inkblots.

As mentioned already, Rorschach artistically embel-
lished and enhanced his inkblots. It appears that these im-
ages evolved with practice, with him using them, refining
them, and using them again (Searls, 2017). At the Archives
there are multiple versions of each of the 10 final cards.
These alternatives vary in their composition and emphasis,
though the same fundamental structure persists, such that it
is fairly easy to recognize variants of the same card. A
good example can be found in Searls (2017).

Thus, it seems that even though Rorschach did not
write about this process, his intent was to design a task that
was an empirical assessment of personality engaged in a
particular problem solving action. He designed the inkblots
with this aim; to make the images look like one thing in
one part of the inkblot, but look like something else con-
tradictory in another part of the inkblot. Providing these
contradictory “critical bits,” or stimulus cues, provides a
stimulus situation that helps to both assess the convention-
ality of perception and to maximize individualized unique
expression. As such, people attend to the inkblots in very
distinctive ways given their psychological makeup and
characteristics.

This also appears to be what makes Rorschach’s ink-
blots more useful than other inkblots that have been devel-
oped. The inkblots that Rorschach prepared have both
more internal structure and more latitude for idiographic
richness than other sets of inkblots, like the Behn inkblots,
the Holtzman inkblots, the Somatic Inkblot Series, or the
Zulliger inkblots, none of which have reached or sustained
the popularity of Rorschach’s inkblots.

Interestingly, with respect to Rorschach’s apparent in-
tentions, the task creates what is known as a Zipf distribu-
tion (or Pareto or power-law distribution) of objects per-
ceived. Zipf (see references) was a linguist who discovered
how the frequency of words used in a language were law-
fully related to their rank, with the first rank being the most
common word, the second rank being the second most
common word, and so on. The second most common word,
which in English is the word “of,” occurs about half as
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Figure 1. The frequency by rank distribution of 6,459 objects perceived in response to the Rorschach task in a sample of 600 individuals
from Brazil, showing both the embedded structure of the task (the near-vertical left arm) and the long, idiographically rich set of unique

responses people provide (the near-horizontal right tail).

frequently as the most common word, which in English is
the word “the.” The third most common word, which is
“and” in English, occurs about one third as frequently as
the most common word. The fourth most common word,
which is “a” in English, occurs at about one quarter of the
frequency as the first word, and so on. There is thus a law-
ful relationship between rank and frequency. If you plot
that distribution of word frequency by rank order it creates
a distinctive non-normal distribution; one that characteriz-
es many natural phenomena, like the magnitude of earth-
quakes, the size of cities around the world, the distribution
of wealth across individuals, the frequency with which par-
ticular websites are visited, the circumference of the trunk
and branches of a tree, the size of craters on the moon, as
well as citations to scientific papers (e.g., Clauset, Shalizi,
& Newman, 2009; Newman, 2005; see also Gladwell,
2008).

These very different phenomena all create this same
kind of distribution, illustrated in Figure 1, which is the
distribution of Rorschach objects that were perceived in a
sample of 600 individuals from Brazil (Meyer, Viglione,
Mihura, Erard, & Erdberg, 2011; Villemor-Amaral, Yazigi,
Nascimento, Primi, & Semer, 2007). On the vertical axis is
the frequency count of objects. On the horizontal axis is
the rank of those objects. There is one object that was seen
about 375 times, which is at the rank of number 1 on the
left side of the horizontal axis. Thus, the frequency of 375
forms the top of the vertical arm of the graph on the left

hand side. A total of 6,459 different objects were reported
by these 600 Brazilian non-patients. The near-vertical left
arm is the embedded structure of the test. Those high fre-
guency objects are the objects that Rorschach built into the
inkblot stimuli. They are the bats, the butterflies, the peo-
ple, the bears, and so on, that are structured into the ink-
blots with intentionally suggestive shapes. That is, the ink-
blots are designed to look pretty much like these things,
such that they appear conventional to most people. Inter-
estingly, there are just 30 percepts that are reported by at
least 50 people in this sample. Another way to say this is
that there are just 30 things that are high frequency “em-
bedded-structure” objects in the inkblot stimuli. There is a
total of 262 percepts that were reported by at least 9 peo-
ple. That benchmark is important. There are 600 people in
this sample, so objects seen by at least 9 people are objects
reported by 1.5% of the sample. That frequency of 9 peo-
ple or 1.5% of the sample is plotted as a horizontal line in
Figure 1. It defines the inflection point of the plotted curve;
the point where the curve transitions from the near-vertical
left arm to the near-horizontal right arm. The near-
horizontal right tail is the long, idiographically rich set of
unique responses people provide. These are the things that
are seen by relatively few people. Out of the 6,459 things
that were seen in this data set, a total of 4,538 of those
things were reported by just one person. Thus, 70% of the
percepts that were reported were identified by just one in-
dividual, which is pretty remarkable.
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When we ask people to look at the inkblots and to solve
the problem of deciding what it might be, that sets in mo-
tion a range of cognitive and emotional processes where
the person is engaged in trying to figure out what these
stimuli might be, what they look like.

As people respond across all 10 cards it provides stand-
ardized behavioral observations. That is, answering the
question using these fixed inkblot stimuli provides a sam-
ple of behavioral problem solving that addresses both the
uniqueness of the individual, and their ability to perceive
the somewhat nebulous external structure that is present
but not fully evident in the stimulus. This problem solving
process provides three elements: (1) visual attributions to
the stimuli; (2) verbal and nonverbal communications
about them; and (3) interactive behaviors with the examin-
er, with the inkblots themselves, and to some extent with
the external assessment setting.

The task provides a very unique context. The only de-
mand on the individual is to provide a verbal response to
the visual stimuli. As | have said, Rorschach built into
these visual stimuli considerable structure as well as con-
tradictory “critical bits” that suggest and are evocative of
many different things, but there is no thing in these ink-
blots that is perfectly represented.

Thus, the task engages processes that are very different
than introspective self-report. The task does not require the
higher-level cognitive processes that are necessary for us-
ing questionnaires. Those measures require the respondent
to reflect on their personal characteristics; compare their
characteristics to others in their magnitude, their frequency
or generality; and then decide how much of their conclu-
sion they really want to share with the examiner or re-
searcher about their personal characteristics (Bornstein,
2011; Meyer, 1997).

The Rorschach on the other hand puts the responsibility
for this kind of comparative classification on the examiner
who has to classify the attributions, communications, and
interactions along dimensions of interest (Meyer, 1997).
The examiner then aggregates those coded features across
all responses to compare what this individual sees, says,
and does to what others see, say, and do when confronted
with the same problem solving task.

Using this norm-based information one can infer likely
behavior for a person in everyday life. In particular, the
target behavior for these inferences concern what the per-
son likely does when left to his or her own predilections to
understand, represent, and make meaning about complex
environmental stimuli — stimuli that validly can be seen
from multiple and often very different perspectives. These
environmental stimuli include internal experiences, as well
as external experiences. Internal experiences encompass
intrapsychic processes, like thoughts, feelings, impulses,
and physiology. External experiences relate to perceptions
of the external environment and they encompass social re-
lations with friends and peers and close relations with sig-
nificant others or intimate partners, as well as management
of developmental demands for achievement and mastery.

So, the task allows one to see what the person does, not
learn what she thinks she does. It is a reasonably brief,
portable, behavioral experiment that provides “perfor-
mance assessment.” As a behavioral task, the most valid
inferences are those in which the behaviors observed and

coded in the microcosm of the task generalize to parallel
mental, verbal, perceptual, and interactive behaviors in the
external environment (Viglione & Rivera, 2013).

The place of Rorschach data in an assessment is rather
unique. The coded behaviors can and often do reflect im-
plicit qualities that are not recognized or reported by the
respondent. In this regard the Rorschach is very much like
other performance tasks of intelligence or memory. People
do not really have a good sense of how good their memory
is or how well they perform on memory tasks relative to
others (Beaudoin & Desrichard, 2011). This is implicit in-
formation and so again it is a complement to consciously
recognized self-reported characteristics. As noted above, at
best Rorschach scores are just modestly correlated with
parallel self-report measures (e.g., Meyer, Riethmiller,
Brooks, Benoit, & Handler, 2000; Mihura et al., 2013).
Consequently, valid Rorschach scores provide unique per-
sonality data and they add incrementally and meaningfully
to self-report.

This largely discursive overview of the task and rea-
sons why the Rorschach can be a useful instrument for in-
dividual differences research provides a conceptual foun-
dation. | focus next on selected validity research that pro-
vides an empirical foundation for using the task.

An empirical foundation for Rorschach derived scales:
Meta-analyses

About 15 years ago Meyer and Archer (2001) summarized
the meta-analytic evidence that was available at the time
on the global validity of Rorschach scores, drawing on data
compiled by Atkinson (1986), Parker, Hanson, and Huns-
ley (1988), Garb, Florio, and Grove’s (1998) reanalysis of
Parker et al., and Hiller, Rosenthal, Bornstein, Berry, and
Brunell-Neuleib (1999; see also Rosenthal, Hiller, Born-
stein, Berry, & Brunell-Neuleib, 2001). Each of these me-
ta-analyses compared the validity of the Rorschach to the
validity of the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Invento-
ry (MMPI), a commonly used self-report measure of psy-
chiatric symptomatology. Meyer and Archer also included
a greatly expanded set of effect sizes from Parker et al.’s
database that had never been published before.! At the lev-
el of hypothesized effects, they found equivalent validity,
with both measures having an average r = .32 (based on
523 effect sizes for the Rorschach and 533 effects for the
MMPI). Both measures also had the same average effect
size when cross-method validity coefficients were aggre-
gated within samples (r = .29, based on 73 samples for the
Rorschach [N = 6,520] and 85 samples for the MMPI [N =
15,985]). These data clearly supported the general validity
of the Rorschach.

However, these data were limited because they indicat-
ed that the Rorschach was generally valid, and generally as
valid as the MMPI, but they did not indicate which specific
scores were valid and which were not. This fact led Garb

! For the Rorschach, Parker et al. reported convergent validity based on
13 effect sizes from five studies (N = 283); Meyer and Archer reported
convergent validity based on 247 effect sizes from 43 studies (N = 4,807).
For the MMPI, Parker et al. reported convergent validity based on 66
effect sizes from 30 studies (N = 4,980); Meyer and Archer reported
convergent validity based on 296 effect sizes from 58 studies (N =
11,531).
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to call for a moratorium on the use of the Rorschach in
clinical and forensic settings until that kind of specific me-
ta-analytic data were in hand (Garb, 1999). Providing such
extensive meta-analytic data is not an easy undertaking.
However, Mihura et al. (2013) completed a review of the
published literature on all the specific variables in the Ror-
schach Comprehensive System (Exner, 1974; 2003). The
results were published in Psychological Bulletin, a promi-
nent outlet for systematic reviews that had not published
anything focused on the Rorschach for 25 years — since
Parker et al.’s (1988) meta-analyses.

The review focused on the Comprehensive System be-
cause it was the most commonly used scoring system in
the United States and in many other countries (Meyer,
Hsiao, Viglione, Mihura, & Abraham, 2013). That review
reliably identified all instances of validity coefficients in
the published literature that had been hypothesized by any
authors (k = .90). Thus, when one author hypothesized that
a particular score should be associated with a particular cri-
terion, the review included all instances when any author
had studied that same score in relation to the same criteri-
on, regardless of their hypotheses. A total of 3,106 findings
were identified at this stage. These then were reliably clas-
sified with respect to their construct relevance (k = .79)
and winnowed to identify the core findings that spoke di-
rectly to the validity of the constructs that these variables
were supposed to be measuring. This reduced the humber
of effect sizes to a little more than 1,100. As expected,
Rorschach scores were globally more strongly associated
with externally-assessed criteria than with self-reported
characteristics. After mapping Rorschach assessed charac-
teristics to parallel self-reported characteristics, the average
validity coefficient was .08. However, using externally as-
sessed characteristics, like observer rating, psychiatric di-
agnosis, or other life-event type criteria, the average corre-
lation between the Rorschach scales and the criterion
measures was .27 on average, which is a substantial coeffi-
cient for independently assessed hetero-method validity
(Hemphill, 2003; Meyer et al., 2001).

More importantly, the review was able to generate ef-
fect sizes for 53 of the 65 variables that form the interpre-
tive core of the Comprehensive System. Relative to exter-
nally assessed criteria, 13 of the variables had excellent
support, 17 had good support, 10 had modest support, 13
had no support, and the remaining 12 variables had no con-
struct-relevant validity studies in the peer-reviewed litera-
ture. The results from these analyses also formed the core
psychometric foundation for the Rorschach Performance
Assessment System (R-PAS; Meyer et al., 2011), which
was designed as an improvement over and replacement for
the Comprehensive System.

Concurrent with the meta-analyses, Meyer et al. (2013)
undertook a large scale survey with experienced clinicians
who used the Rorschach. These clinicians were asked to
ignore what they had been taught about Rorschach scores
and to focus instead on what scores they thought were
working validly or not based on their clinical practice. The
survey focused heavily on Comprehensive System codes
but also collected data about multiple other scoring sys-
tems. Ultimately, input was obtained from 246 clinicians
working in 26 different countries. Although any single cli-
nician did not agree strongly with any other clinician, in

composite form their ratings provided very reliable judg-
ments about what scores were and were not valid (average
o = .95). Interestingly, across the 65 variables studied by
Mihura et al. (2013), the correlation between the average
ratings of validity from the clinicians and the classification
of the variable as having no, modest, good, or excellent va-
lidity based on the meta-analytic results was .51. This cor-
relation indicated that the aggregated judgments of these
experienced clinicians were strongly associated with the
previously un-summarized findings from the research liter-
ature. However, both the aggregated clinical judgments
and the meta-analytic research findings diverged from the
existing authoritative review of validity for these variables,
which was Exner’s (2003) text on the Comprehensive Sys-
tem. That text essentially endorsed the validity of all Com-
prehensive System variables.? Thus, the clinicians and the
meta-analytic research were diverging from Exner while
converging on the same two conclusions: that some varia-
bles lacked validity and probably should not be used in
clinical practice and that other variables were valid and
should be emphasized in clinical practice.

In response to the Mihura et al. (2013) meta-analyses,
the self-described “Rorschach critics” (see Wood et al.,
2003) published a follow-up comment (Wood, Garb, Nez-
worski, Lilienfeld, & Duke, 2015). They made two note-
worthy statements, given the years of debate associated
with the Rorschach. First, they said, “The estimated validi-
ty coefficients reported by the authors [i.e., Mihura et al.
(2013)] provided an unbiased and trustworthy summary of
the published literature.” In addition, they rescinded the
global moratorium Garb (1999) had called for on use of the
Rorschach in clinical and forensic settings. Wood et al.
(2015) said, “He [i.e., Garb] and the other authors of this
Comment agree that, in light of the compelling evidence
laid out by Mihura et al., the time has come to withdraw
this recommendation so far as it applies to the [14 varia-
bles that Wood et al. (2015) call the] Cognitive Quartet.”

Although these statements hold positive appeal for
Rorschach users, their comment also presented data con-
cerning four variables for which they argued that if one
added unpublished dissertations to the peer-reviewed liter-
ature considered by Mihura et al. (2013), observed validity
coefficients might decrease or even evaporate. In response,
Mihura, Meyer, Bombel, and Dumitrascu (2015) identified
numerous problems with Wood et al.’s (2015) comment,
including many illogical and biased arguments and many
errors that they made with the data and analyses presented
in their comment.

Mihura et al.’s (2013) meta-analyses only examined
variables included in Exner’s (2003) Comprehensive Sys-
tem. However, other systematic reviews and meta-analyses
provide validity support for individual Rorschach varia-
bles. For the variables included in R-PAS that were not in
the Comprehensive System, additional empirical support is
available for the Oral Dependent Language variable (also
called the Rorschach Oral Dependency scale; Bornstein,
1996; 1999), the Ego Impairment Index (Deiner, Hilsen-

% The two exceptions were that Exner (2003) cautioned about drawing
inferences about diagnoses of depression from the Depression Index and
recommended use of the Oral Dependency scale (Bornstein, 1999;
Bornstein & Masling, 2005) over the CS Food score when issues of
dependency were of interest.
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roth, Shaffer, & Sexton, 2011), the Mutuality of Autonomy
Scale (Graceffo, Mihura, & Meyer, 2014; Monroe, Diener,
Fowler, Sexton, & Hilsenroth, 2013), and Space Reversal
and Space Integration (Mihura, Dumitrascu, Roy, & Mey-
er, 2017). Somewhat paradoxically, as a function of the
ongoing controversies concerning the Rorschach, the vari-
ables included in R-PAS now have more meta-analyses
documenting their construct validity than the variables in-
cluded in any other multiscale assessment measure, such as
the MMPI or the Wechsler scales.

An empirical foundation for Rorschach derived scales:
Example research

Conventionality of perception via Form Quality

The Rorschach is the only task with normed data on the
conventionality of one’s perceptions. Although there are
numerous maximal performance neuropsychological tests
that assess visual discrimination or visual-spatial pro-
cessing (e.g., Lezak, Howieson, Bigler, & Tranel, 2012),
the Rorschach uniquely assesses the conventionality of
perception rather than visual processing skills. It does so
via Form Quality variables, with the typical classifications
being FQo to designate perceptions that are “ordinary” or
conventional, FQu to designate perceptions that are “unu-
sual” or atypical, and FQ- to designate perceptions that are
“minus” or distorted. Many studies have documented the
validity of form quality scores for assessing problems on
the psychotic disorder spectrum. These variables have been
unequivocally endorsed as valid by even the major critics
of the Rorschach, including Dawes (1999) and Wood,
Nezworski, and Garb (2003). In the Mihura et al. (2013)
meta-analyses, they produced some of the strongest validi-
ty coefficients, with correlations above .45 for assessing
psychotic disorder criteria.

The Rorschach Performance Assessment System de-
veloped revised tables to designate the level of form quali-
ty that should be assigned to exemplar objects at various
locations within each inkblot (Meyer et al., 2011). To do
s0, the conventionality of perception was decomposed into
its two elements, fit and frequency. Fit concerns the ade-
quacy of the match between the object identified and the
gestalt contours at the location where it was perceived.
Frequency concerns how often that particular object is
spontaneously mentioned at a particular location by people
who are completing the task, which ties directly to the Zipf
distribution in Figure 1. The R-PAS authors applied an it-
erative process of refinement, such that fit and frequency
classifications were applied to objects in the form quality
tables, responses were coded according to those criteria,
and then validity was evaluated using two clinical samples
and normative data.

Fit was determined by Form Accuracy ratings, in which
13,031 objects culled from a wide range of Rorschach pub-
lications in the U.S. and Europe were rated 9.9 times on
average by a panel of 569 judges. These judges came from
multiple countries including Brazil, China, Finland, Israel,
Italy, Japan, Portugal, Romania, Taiwan, Turkey, and the
United States. The judges used a 5-point scale ranging be-
tween “l. No, I cannot see it at all. Clearly it is a distor-
tion,” through “3. A little, if I work at it, I can sort of see

that,” to “S. Definitely ... it looks exactly or almost exactly
like that.” The Fit ratings were then averaged for each ob-
ject and each object was classified as falling at one of three
levels. Objects with an average rating of 2.4 or less were
considered a distortion or a poor fit to the inkblot. Objects
with an average rating of 3.5 or higher were considered to
be good perceptions; an object that matches that inkblot lo-
cation pretty well. And then there was a mid-range be-
tween those two.

Frequency data were culled from five sets of adult
Form Quality tables developed in Argentina (Lunazzi et
al., 2011), Brazil (Villemor-Amaral et al., 2007), Italy (Pa-
risi, Pes, & Cicioni, 2005), Japan (Takahashi, Takahashi,
& Nishio, 2009), and Spain (Miralles Sangro, 1996; 1997).
All five datasets had exact frequency counts for each ob-
ject, and all objects that were reported by 1.5% or more of
the people in a sample were translated into English. These
were thus all the objects above the inflection point on the
Zipf curve in Figure 1, which identifies the structural ele-
ments of what Rorschach built into the inkblots. Those ob-
jects were linked across the different frequency tables and
then also linked to the 13,031 objects that had been rated
for Form Accuracy. To use these data, the R-PAS authors
emphasized international generalizability for how often the
same object was seen in different samples. Like with the
form accuracy ratings, three categories were formed. The
least weight was assigned to objects that were not reported
by 1.5% of the people in any samples, the most was given
to objects that were reported by 1.5% or more of the peo-
ple in at least 2 samples, and modest weight was given to
those objects reported that often in just one of the samples.

To make the table more manageable for users, the au-
thors focused on just 5,060 objects derived from the Com-
prehensive System Form Quality tables, which had been
modified by members of John Exner’s Rorschach Research
Council to reduce irregularities, inconsistencies, obvious
omissions, and redundancies. The final Form Quality codes
were then determined by these three sources of infor-
mation: the pre-existing Comprehensive System Form
Quality codes, the object Frequency as seen in 5 interna-
tional samples, and then the average Fit ratings from an in-
ternational panel of judges. In the end, relative to the
Comprehensive System classifications, about 40% of the
5,060 objects had a different classification in the new ta-
bles.

By using a large amount of internationally collected da-
ta to develop the new tables, the R-PAS developers hoped
the revised classifications would more comprehensively
capture contemporary and cross-culturally generalizable
elements of perception. To date, two studies have exam-
ined the validity of these new tables since their publication.

Meyer and Eblin (2015) assessed 72 patients at a max-
imum security psychiatric inpatient facility in the U.S.
These inmates were hospitalized either because they were
deemed not guilty by reason of insanity or because they
were deemed incompetent to stand trial because they were
too psychotic. The patients were largely diagnosed with
schizophrenia or schizoaffective disorder. Ratings about
each patient were obtained from their treating psychiatrist
and primary clinician on the Positive and Negative Syn-
drome Scale (Kay, Fiszbein, & Opler, 1987) following a
treatment team meeting during which the patient was dis-
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cussed. The ratings addressed cognitive disorganization,
which encompassed conceptual disorganization or an ina-
bility to maintain focused attention; they further addressed
positive symptoms of schizophrenia, which included delu-
sions, hallucinations, grandiosity, and unusual thought con-
tent; and finally they addressed a composite measure
formed from both factors. The proportion of Rorschach re-
sponses classified as having distorted form quality was
strongly correlated with the disorganized factor (r = .55),
moderately with the positive factor (r = .30), and strongly
with the composite (r = .42). In contrast, the proportion of
Rorschach responses classified as having conventional
form quality had strong negative correlations with each of
these criteria (disorganized, r = -.44; positive, r = -.42;
composite, r = -.47). Thus, there was good evidence for va-
lidity of the new form quality tables.

Su et al. (2015) looked at the cross-cultural generaliza-
bility of R-PAS for assessing severity of disturbance in
Taiwan using 90 adults who varied in their clinical status.
Fifteen were non-patients, 37 were outpatients with various
diagnosis, 11 were in long term day-treatment because they
had more severe illnesses, and 27 were inpatients. Proto-
cols were administered using R-PAS guidelines, but all
protocols were independently coded by two different
groups using either the R-PAS manual or Compressive
System criteria. The criterion variables were scales from
the Positive and Negative Syndrome Scale, the Magical
Ideation Scale (Gross, Silvia, Barrantes-Vidal, & Kwapil,
2012), which is a measure of unusual beliefs and unusual
experiences, a global clinical rating of severity, and a se-
verity index based on the diagnosis or diagnoses assigned
to patients. The variable of distorted form quality coded
using the R-PAS form quality tables had an average corre-
lation with these criteria of .48, while the corresponding
variable based on the Comprehensive System form quality
tables had an average correlation of .39. In regression
analysis, the R-PAS tables had incremental validity over
the Comprehensive System tables for all criteria, but the
reverse was never true. Thus, the R-PAS Form Quality ta-
bles worked better; they provided valid information for
coding perceptual accuracy in Taiwan that could not be ob-
tained from the Comprehensive System Form Quality ta-
bles.

Unique vs. common responses: MRI and fMRI findings

Shifting focus, Asari and colleagues (2008; 2010a; 2010b)
conducted three interrelated studies examining unique per-
ceptions in the Rorschach using functional magnetic reso-
nance imaging (fMRI) or structural magnetic resonance
imaging (MRI). Unique perceptions were defined as ob-
jects that were reported by people in their study sample of
68 students but not reported in a normative control sample.
Thus, unique perceptions would be coded as having either
unusual or distorted form quality and they would fall on
the long horizontal tail of the Zipf distribution in Figure 1.
In 2008, Asari et al. showed that common or frequent
perceptions were associated with the left anterior frontal
cortex and the visual cortex in the occipital lobes, while
unique perceptions were associated with the right temporal
pole. Given the links between the right temporal pole and
limbic structures, these findings suggested that unique per-

ceptions were associated with emotional reactions, perhaps
particularly of an autobiographical nature. The findings
provided some neuroimaging foundation for the clinical
belief that unusual perceptions reflect instances when per-
sonal reactions or personal conflicts override the ability to
perceive experiences in a conventional manner.

Asari et al. (2010a) then found that people who gave
more unique perceptions had an enlarged amygdala and
cingulate gyrus, both of which are part of the limbic sys-
tem. Enlarged areas of the brain suggest that they are being
used more frequently, so the findings again suggested that
personal, emotional reactions contributed to unique percep-
tions. Finally, Asari et al. (2010b) attempted to integrate
results from the two earlier studies. They used functional
connectivity analysis of fMRI data to determine the role of
the amygdala in generating unique perceptions. The amyg-
dala generated a positive, excitatory link between the right
temporopolar region previously mentioned and the left an-
terior prefrontal cortex. Thus, people with an active amyg-
dala had a link between that temporal pole and the anterior
prefrontal cortex. This suggested that personal, autobio-
graphically relevant emotional reactions helped generate
the thoughts or ideas about what was in the inkblot that
was classified as a unique perception. At the same time
that the amygdala was doing this, it was generating nega-
tive inhibitory connections from the right temporopolar re-
gion to the occipital regions. As such, personal and autobi-
ographically relevant emotional reactions helped to simul-
taneously inhibit general visual processing. That is, it im-
paired general perception of the environment. Thus, amyg-
dala activation impaired the typical perception of the ex-
ternal environment that is processed in the occipital lobes,
while it facilitated the perception of personalized, unique
images in the inkblots.

The data show how personally relevant, unusual repre-
sentations take precedence over standard visual imagery.
In essence, the personally relevant, unique perceptions
“force themselves” into an inkblot representation, rather
than allowing the person to take in the actual visual cues
that are present in the inkblot stimuli. Together, these stud-
ies provided important data for understanding the response
process foundation for Rorschach assessment of perceptual
conventionality and idiosyncrasy.

The mirror neuron system and human movement re-
sponses

Giromini and colleagues have completed a sequence of
studies looking at the link between perceptions of human
activity and movement on the Rorschach and the mirror
neuron system (Ando' et al., 2015; Giromini, Porcelli,
Viglione, Parolin, & Pineda, 2010; Pineda, Giromini, Por-
celli, Parolin, & Viglione, 2011; Porcelli, Giromini, Pa-
rolin, Pineda, & Viglione, 2013; see also Porcelli & Klei-
ger, 2016). The mirror neuron system represents the corti-
cal firing that takes place in primates either when an action
is executed or when an action is observed taking place. In
humans, the mirror neuron system is thought to reflect the
neurophysiological manifestation of an action. That is, it is
an internal psycho-motor representation of physical activi-
ty taking place or being observed. The mirror neuron sys-
tem also reacts to and represents the underlying intentions,
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thoughts, and feelings that motivate an action. Thus, when
people observe human action taking place they have a
mental template of what intentions, thoughts, and feelings
motivate those behaviors in the actor. This suggests a po-
tential neurological basis for empathy, for theory of mind —
that is for understanding how other people think about or
process their experiences, and for the ability to process fa-
cial emotion.

The first study in this series used a small sample of 19
undergraduates (Giromini et al., 2010). The authors rec-
orded activity in the human mirror neuron system by
measuring activity in the mu frequency band of an electro-
encephalograph (EEG) recording of cortical activity taking
place over the sensorimotor cortex. When at rest, the sen-
sorimotor neurons fire in synchrony. This leads to large
amplitude EEG oscillations in the range of 8 to 13 hertz,
which is the mu frequency band. When performing an ac-
tion, those same neurons fire asynchronously and thereby
decrease the power of the mu-band EEG oscillations, caus-
ing cortical firing to fall from the 8-13 hertz range to a
lower frequency. Giromini et al. collected EEG data at
baseline and then during three other conditions. At baseline
they had people look at the middle of a white card. In the
first condition, which followed standard assessment proce-
dures, participants spontaneously gave responses to four
Rorschach inkblots where perceptions of human movement
are either common or uncommon, and attributions of hu-
man activity were contrasted with attributions that did not
contain human activity. In the second condition, partici-
pants were given the same inkblots but asked to identify
commonly reported human movement perceptions or
commonly seen static objects, depending on the card. In
the third condition, participants viewed representational
drawings of the inkblots, two with humans engaged in ap-
parent movement, and two with static objects. In each con-
dition, Giromini et al. found greater mu suppression when
human movement was present than when it was absent.
For the standard assessment condition, the findings pro-
duced a large effect size (r = .51). Thus, the data suggested
that giving a response with human movement, identifying
suggested human activity, or perceiving stimuli depicting
human movement was associated with activity in the mir-
ror neuron system.

A second study had 24 undergraduates view all 10 ink-
blots using standard administration (Pineda et al., 2011).
The researchers compared spontaneously given human
movement responses to non-human movement responses
using the same EEG procedures as before. They found that
when people spontaneously give human movement re-
sponses relative to other kinds of responses, there is a sup-
pression in mu, indicating an increase in motor neuron ac-
tivity, this time producing a very large effect size of r =
.67. Porcelli et al. (2013) further delineated the findings in
this sample, showing that mu suppression was present for
human movement but not for human content without
movement, movement by animals or inanimate objects, or
use of the inkblot color, shading, or form. Thus, generating
Rorschach responses with human movement appeared to
distinctively activate the mirror neuron system.

In the next study Ando' et al. (2015) had 36 undergrad-
uates undergo inhibitory repetitive transcranial magnetic
stimulation (rTMS), a procedure that temporarily interferes

with neuronal activity. Prior work with rTMS showed that
interfering with the left inferior frontal gyrus, or the motor
strip, decreased performance in empathy related tasks and
it eliminated the mu suppression of the EEG signal that is
typically observed on empathy related tasks. Ando' et al.
hypothesized that this experimental procedure would sup-
press human movement on the Rorschach as well. They
conducted a repeated measures study with people random-
ly assigned to one of two conditions. In the control condi-
tion participants were tested at baseline using standard ad-
ministration and then retested with rTMS at the top of the
head (the vertex), and not over the motor strip. In the ex-
perimental condition participants received standard admin-
istration at baseline and at retest the rTMS was over the
left inferior frontal gyrus. Both groups were assessed with
three Rorschach cards that pulled for frequent human
movement. Ando’ et al. found very strong and clear effects.
The control group did not change in their frequency of
human movement responses from baseline to the stimula-
tion condition. The experimental group had a typical num-
ber of human movement responses at baseline, but those
responses were markedly suppressed when their motor
strip was temporarily blocked by magnetic interference,
which made it difficult for them to empathize with repre-
sentations of human activity. This led to a very large effect
size, with the relevant means being almost two standard
deviations apart (d = 1.96).

In summary, these three small studies using two very
different methods suggest that the process of seeing human
movement is associated with mirror neuron activation.
When someone produces a human movement response,
they are implicitly identifying with and experiencing the
action that is taking place. This supports the historical be-
lief that human movement responses are related to empa-
thy, thoughtful reflection, and introversiveness. These re-
sponses also are associated with theory of mind, or the ca-
pacity to put oneself in somebody else’s shoes and under-
stand what it is they are experiencing. More recently,
Giromini et al. (2017) have replicated the same findings in
a small MRI study.

Tactile imagery, attachment, and texture responses

In a series of studies, lwasa and Ogawa (2010; 2013; 2016)
examined Rorschach responses in which variation in the
saturation of ink contributed to a tactile attribution, which
is known as a shading-based Texture response. They at-
tempted to both find the correlates of the Texture response
with self-reported attachment styles and to articulate the
response process foundation of tactile representations. In
an initial sample of 47 students, lwasa and Ogawa (2010)
found people who had one Texture response felt more se-
curely attached than people who had more than one Tex-
ture response or no Texture in their protocol. People who
had more than one Texture response in their protocol re-
ported being more preoccupied with attachment security,
having more attachment anxiety, and having less attach-
ment security than the people who had one Texture re-
sponse. Unexpectedly, the people with no Texture in their
protocol reported being like the people with more than one
response; they were more preoccupied, had more attach-
ment anxiety, and felt less security than the people with
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one Texture response.

Iwasa and Ogawa (2013) reported 2 studies. The first
was a sample of 20 people who were administered the Ror-
schach in addition to a scale assessing the vividness of tac-
tile imagery. They anticipated that the number of Texture
responses would be associated with reports of more vivid
tactile images, and they found a strong effect supporting
their hypothesis (r = .52). The second study examined self-
reports of the vividness of tactile imagery, strength of emo-
tional reactions to tactile imagery, and attachment styles.
The authors found that tactile vividness was predicted by
the strength of emotional reactions to tactile imagery. Fur-
ther, the strength of emotional reactions to tactile imagery
mediated the emotion suppressing effects of attachment
avoidance. People with avoidant attachment styles have
more muted emotional reactions to tactile imagery, and this
is carried forward as less vividness in mentally picturing
tactile experiences. These self-report findings suggested
that attachment avoidance may also inhibit Texture re-
sponses on the Rorschach.

Finally, lwasa and Ogawa (2016) used a novel task that
allowed them to assess the extent to which people respond-
ed to priming by tactile visual images. Participants (N =
35) were shown tactile visual images and the researchers
quantified the extent to which those images facilitated their
ability to classify words. That is, they assessed the accessi-
bility of tactile imagery in one’s thinking. Importantly, this
was not consciously reported accessibility but data based
on actual performance. They found that accessibility of
tactile knowledge, attachment anxiety, and Texture re-
sponses were all strongly correlated (rs > .50). In addition,
the propensity to have accessible tactile imagery partially
mediated or carried forward the effects of attachment anxi-
ety on Texture responses, such that more anxiously at-
tached people were more prone to have accessible tactile
knowledge, and in turn this more accessible tactile
knowledge led to more Texture responses on the Ror-
schach. In this study, although attachment avoidance was
expected to inhibit tactile awareness and texture respond-
ing, it showed no significant effects.

Establishing normative benchmarks: What people typi-
cally see, say, and do

In 2007 a special supplement to the Journal of Personality
Assessment was published containing internationally col-
lected normative data for the Comprehensive System
(Shaffer, Erdberg, & Meyer, 2007). The supplement con-
tained 39 samples of adults and children or adolescents,
about evenly split, drawn from many different countries,
including Argentina, Australia, Belgium, Brazil, Denmark,
Finland, Greece, Israel, Italy, Japan, The Netherlands, Pe-
ru, Portugal, Romania, Spain, and the U.S. In an article
summarizing these findings, as well as through published
adult data from France, Meyer, Erdberg, and Shaffer
(2007) showed how adults around the world looked very
similar to each other, such that pooling the results to form
composite international reference values was justified.
Thus, because scores generalized across languages, cul-
tures, and strategies for recruiting non-patients, these
norms provided benchmark standards for what people typi-
cally see, say, and do when completing the Rorschach task.

Knowing that the Rorschach produces generalizable norms
like this makes the Rorschach rather unique and distinctive
among psychological assessment measures.

However, the data also demonstrated that Exner’s
(2003) standard normative reference data for the Compre-
hensive System were incorrect for some key variables. The
internationally collected data both differed from and cor-
rected the standard Comprehensive System norms. Early
evidence suggested that Exner’s norms might be problem-
atic (Shaffer, Erdberg, & Haroian, 1999; Viglione &
Hilsenroth, 2001; Wood, Nezworski, Garb, & Lilienfeld,
2001), although in many ways it appeared that the prob-
lems were limited to Form Quality variables (Meyer,
2001a). However, with the synthesized international data it
became evident that Exner’s standard norms erroneously
caused non-patients to appear psychologically unhealthy
on about one third of the variables (Giromini, Viglione, &
McCullaugh, 2015; Meyer, Shaffer, Erdberg, & Horn,
2015; Meyer, Viglione, & Mihura, 2017; Viglione &
Giromini, 2016). Although criticisms can be and have been
raised about the quality of all the studies that contributed to
the international norms, even when those norms were lim-
ited to data collection efforts that relied on highly trained
examiners in carefully designed and executed studies, the
same differences from Exner’s standard were evident
(Meyer et al., 2015). Thus, the composite of data indicate
that clinicians using the standard Comprehensive System
norms will incorrectly infer that non-patients are prone to
perceptual distortions, see the world in an atypical idiosyn-
cratic manner, tend to be simplistic, lack affective re-
sources, lack coping resources in general, are prone to af-
fective disturbances and dysregulation, and misunderstand
others and misperceive relationships. The internationally
collected norms correct for those problems and those
norms should therefore be used in clinical practice.

Ego depletion and complexity variables

In closing, the next three sections review recent and very
different individual studies that speak to the utility of the
Rorschach for personality research. The first examined ego
depletion, which is believed to occur because people have
a finite pool of cognitive resources for engaging in com-
plex mental processing (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Mu-
raven, & Tice, 1998). Meta-analytic data have supported
the ego depletion model, indicating that acts of effortful
self-regulation temporarily deplete that pool of resources,
such that on a subsequent self-regulation task, cognitive
functioning is impaired (Hagger, Wood, Stiff, & Chat-
zisarantis, 2010; though see Hagger et al., 2015; Tuk,
Zhang, & Sweldens, 2015).

Charek, Meyer, and Mihura (2016) compared a control
group of 43 students who completed a simple letter cancel-
lation task to an experimental group of 54 students who
completed a complex letter cancellation task designed to
deplete their cognitive reserves. The authors anticipated
that the Rorschach protocols for the depleted students
would show more reactivity to color, less cognitive sophis-
tication, and more frequent lapses in how they logically put
visual images together, in addition to self-reporting greater
fatigue and less attentiveness. Their hypotheses were par-
tially supported. Despite a surprising absence of self-
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reported differences, ego-depleted participants had Ror-
schach protocols with lower scores on two variables indic-
ative of sophisticated combinatory thinking (responses that
encompassed the whole inkblot while simultaneously mak-
ing meaningful connections between distinct objects, and
instances when the white background of the card was inte-
grated with the inkblot proper). They also had higher levels
of color receptivity. The strongest effect was that the de-
pleted participants had lower scores on a composite varia-
ble computed across all hypothesized markers of cognitive
complexity. Depletion did not affect three R-PAS variables
that were hypothesized to be unrelated to cognitive com-
plexity. In addition, baseline levels of self-reported
achievement striving moderated the effect of the experi-
mental manipulation on color receptivity. Participants who
described themselves as high in achievement striving threw
themselves more fully into the depleting tasks, showing
higher levels of attentiveness. Subsequently, when com-
pleting the Rorschach they were the ones most likely to
mentally coast and provide less global synthetic processing
and more color reactivity. This produced a clear interaction
effect of achievement striving and conditions on color re-
activity. Those people with the highest levels of achieve-
ment striving were the least reactive to color in the control
condition. However, after putting greater effort into com-
pleting the cognitively depleting task, they were the most
reactive to color in the depletion condition. Overall, this
study, though limited by a less potent experimental inter-
vention than planned, provided clear support for color re-
activity, synthetic cognitive operations, and the overall de-
gree of complexity that can be found in a protocol.

Cardiovascular risk and aggressive imagery

Meyer, Katko, Mihura, Klag, and Meoni (2017) examined
hostility as a predictor of premature cardiovascular disease
and coronary heart disease in 416 men from the Johns
Hopkins Precursors Study. As medical students attending
Johns Hopkins University from 1948 to 1964, they com-
pleted the Rorschach and a self-report inventory created
specifically for this study in the 1940s. They were then fol-
lowed in medical school and every year since graduation
up to the present time. The sample consisted of all the men
who had been individually administered the Rorschach at
baseline and produced at least 18 responses. The Ror-
schach protocols were coded for Aggressive Content,
which encompasses imagery of powerful, threatening,
dangerous, or predatory creatures or objects. The self-
report inventory was scored for three items dealing with
anger in response to stress. Although it was initially pre-
dicted that low self-reported anger in combination with
high aggressive imagery on the Rorschach would produce
the greatest risk for early cardiovascular disease and coro-
nary heart disease over the subsequent 30-year period, the
combination of high self-reported anger and high aggres-
sive imagery conferred the greatest risk for these disease
endpoints. The psychological variables also incrementally
predicted these outcomes over baseline covariates that are
considered medically important to the development of car-
diovascular disease, including smoking, serum cholesterol,
systolic and diastolic blood pressure (both at rest and after
stress), heart rate (both at rest and after stress), body mass

index; alcohol use, whether the student’s mother or father
had developed premature cardiovascular disease, and the
occupation of the student’s mother and father. The only
covariates that also significantly contributed to disease
prediction were smoking for cardiovascular disease and
coronary heart disease, and serum cholesterol for coronary
heart disease. Thus, men who experienced angry reactions
to stress and who had dangerous, threatening, aggressive
imagery on their mind while in medical school, subse-
quently developed cardiovascular disease and coronary
heart disease more quickly than other men, and this predic-
tive capacity added novel information about risk over a
range of empirically important medical predictors.

Manifestations of grandiosity and narcissism

Finally, another recently published article encompassing
two studies attempted to improve the assessment of gran-
diosity and narcissism using the imagery and behaviors
expressed while completing the Rorschach (Gritti, Marino,
Lang, & Meyer, 2017). This article examined seven varia-
bles previously described in the literature: Omnipotence,
where the person behaves in a way to claim unrealistic
power, influence, or worth; ldealization, where the person
perceives grand, important, or powerful objects; Reflec-
tion, where the person sees an object and its mirrored or re-
flected image; Personal Knowledge Justification, where the
person relies on private knowledge or experience to justify
a response; Exhibitionism, where the person identifies ob-
jects engaged in activities that are performed for an audi-
ence or designed for public display; Magic, where the per-
son perceives magical figures or objects associated with
magical powers; and Elevated Mood States, where the per-
son identifies positive affective states like fun, pleasure, or
happiness either in the percept being seen in the inkblots or
in himself or herself.

In addition, four new variables were created in an at-
tempt to address other manifestations of grandiosity and
narcissism (Meyer, Gritti, & Marino, 2017). Based on the
idea that narcissistic and grandiose people think everything
is about them, including their inkblot percepts, Expanded
Personal Reference is coded when a person places them-
selves into a response or links themselves to their response
in some way. Narcissistic Devaluation is coded when posi-
tively invested or embellished objects are also devalued,
dismissed, or denigrated; Narcissistic Deflation is coded
for responses where objects are missing a key part of their
identity, possess deflated or impotent parts, or are de-
scribed as dying, decaying, deteriorating or eroding. Final-
ly, Narcissistic Denial is coded when the respondent denies
or minimizes the impact of perceptions connected to
weakness, vulnerability, inferiority, or other negative af-
fective states.

The two studies described by Gritti et al. (2017) en-
compass clinical and non-clinical adult samples. The non-
clinical sample consisted of 145 English language proto-
cols from the norms used by the Rorschach Performance
Assessment System (Meyer et al., 2011). The clinical sam-
ple consisted of 100 Italian outpatients. In addition to
completing the Rorschach, 55 patients in the clinical sam-
ple were rated using the Shedler-Westen Assessment Pro-
cedure (SWAP-200), from which its two scales of narcis-
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sistic personality disorder were obtained. Clinicians who
were treating these patients rated them on the SWAP-200
after seeing the person in treatment for at least five ses-
sions. Fifty of these patients also provided self-reported
personality disorder symptoms using the Millon Clinical
Multiaxial Inventory (MCMI-111), from which its narcissis-
tic personality disorder scale was used to test incremental
validity.

Analyses included principal components analysis in
both studies to evaluate if the 11 variables were measuring
a common dimension of narcissistic grandiosity. In the
clinical sample, Rorschach scores were correlated with the
SWAP-200 ratings of narcissism, and regression analyses
tested the incremental contribution of the Rorschach over
the MCMI. Across samples there was variability in the
components that were identified. However, in both datasets
there was one clear and strong component, and it was de-
fined by the same variables in each dataset. This compo-
nent was most strongly defined by four variables: Expand-
ed Personal Reference, Idealization, Personal Knowledge
Justification, and Omnipotence.

In the clinical sample that latter component correlated
strongly with the clinician ratings of narcissism (average r
= .41). The individual variables of Personal Knowledge
Justification, Expanded Personal Reference, and Omnipo-
tence also correlated with the criteria (rs from .29 to .51).
Although Idealization defined the common Rorschach di-
mension, it did not correlate with clinician ratings of nar-
cissism, probably because idealization is more of an inter-
nal process tied to attributions and imagery and it is not as
socially evident as Personal Knowledge Justification, Ex-
panded Personal Reference, and Omnipotence, all of which
are interactive behaviors that are coded during the Ror-
schach task. The other seven variables did not correlate
with the clinician ratings of narcissism. In particular, alt-
hough the Reflection variable has historically been inter-
preted as a measure of narcissism in both the Comprehen-
sive System and the Rorschach Performance Assessment
System, it showed no relationship with the clinician rat-
ings.

The primary Rorschach component defined by Expand-
ed Personal Reference, Idealization, Personal Knowledge
Justification, and Omnipotence also clearly incremented
over the self-report scale in predicting the clinician ratings
of narcissistic personality disorder. When considered to-
gether, self-reports of narcissism were uncorrelated with
the clinician ratings (8 = .04), but the Rorschach compo-
nent had a strong association (4 = .41).

Conclusion

In summary, in this review | have tried to provide a con-
temporary overview of Rorschach’s inkblot task, including
how it was developed, why it seems to work as it does, and
how to contextualize inferences from the things that people
see, say, and do while completing the task. | then provided
a review of the meta-analyses conducted on the Rorschach,
and a selection of recent research studies with the aim of
showing its value as a behavioral performance task that
provides a valuable complement to self-reported character-
istics — both in clinical practice and in research on person-
ality processes. Although the task is much more time con-

suming to use than a self-report inventory, Rorschach per-
formance provides a very unique source of information
about people and | hope to have made a reasonable case for
explaining what it can add to assessing and understanding
personality.
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