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For decades psychologists have classified personality tests
dichotomously as objective or projective. Theseterms appear
in scientific articles and textbooks and have become so en-
trenched that it iscommon to see separate coursesin graduate
clinical programs using these labels in course titles (e.g.,
“Objective Assessment,” “Projectives’). In theinterest of ad-
vancing the science of personality assessment, we believe it
is time to end this historical practice and retire these terms
from our formal lexicon and general discourse describing the
methods of personality assessment.

For personality tests, the term objective typically refersto
instruments in which the stimulus is an adjective, proposi-
tion, or question that is presented to a person who isrequired
to indicate how accurately it describes his or her personality
using a limited set of externally provided response options
(truevs. false, yesvs. no, Likert scale, etc.). What isobjective
about such aprocedureisthat the psychologist administering
the test does not need to rely on judgment to classify or inter-
pret the test-taker’ sresponse; theintended responseisclearly
indicated and scored according to apre-existing key. Asare-
sult, however, the necessity for judgment is passed on to the
test taker. She must interpret the question, consider her per-
sonal characteristics, evaluate herself relative to others as
best she can, decide the extent to which the characteristic fits
her personality, and then choose whether to honestly convey
thisinformation in her response.

On the other hand, the term projective typically refers to
instruments in which the stimulusis atask or activity that is



petuate prejudices regarding the many alternative methods of
assessment that do not carry the objective label.

At the same time, the connotations of the term projective
also do not always apply when considering the instruments
typicaly classified as projective. For instance, responses to
the Rorschach inkblots often have more to do with stimulus
classification and problem solving styles than to projection
in aclassical Freudian sense of the term, where undesirable
personal feelings or impulses are seen asresiding outside the
self (see Exner, 1989). Similar difficulties emerge when con-
sidering the expanded definition of the term projective as
Frank (1939) first defined it in referenceto types of personal-
ity tests. Frank considered a projective test one that would

induce the individual to reveal hisway of organizing experi-
ence by giving him afield (objects, materials, experiences)
with relatively little structure and cultural patterning so that
the personality can project upon that plastic field his way of
seeing life, his meanings, significances, patterns, and espe-
ciadly hisfeelings. Thus we €elicit aprojection of theindivid-
ual personality’sprivate world because he hasto organize the
field, interpret the material and react affectively toit. ... The
important and determining process is the subject’s personal -
ity which operates upon the stimulus-situation as if it had a
wholly private significance for him alone or an entirely plas-
tic character which made it yield to the subject’s control.



methods (e.g., abdominal tenderness) to olfactory methods
(e.g., odorsindicative of infection) to auditory methods (e.g.,
detecting wheezes with a stethoscope).

Just asit would beregressivetoapply suchasimplisticcate-
gorizationtomedical tests, thefield of personality assessment
will not advance by relying on crude terminology to globally
characterizeall thetasksthat arenot sel f-report questionnaires
or informant rating scales. Thus, if one of the substitute terms
noted above does not seem suitable to replace projective, it
would be most optimal for clinicians, researchers, and teach-
ersto simply refer to assessment tasks by their specific name,
for example, the Rorschach Inkblot Method, Holtzman Ink-
blot Task, Murray’s TAT, Loevinger's SCT. The Journal of
Personality Assessment will facilitate the transition to more
adequately differentiated assessment terminology by asking
authorsto avoid referring to categories of personality testsas
objective or projective. We hope other assessment journals
will join this effort and adopt a similar position.

Thiseditoria guidelineisnot meant toimply that thewords
objectiveand projective cannot be usedinthe context of refer-
ring to specific data from personality instruments. It is cer-
tainly true that all personality tests can provide more or less
objectivedata. It isalsothe casethat instrumentslike the Ror-
schach or TAT can capture projected personality characteris-
tics, whether defined narrowly asby Freud or morebroadly as
by Frank, and thiscan al so occur when patients compl ete self-
report inventories (Meehl, 1945). Thereis no problem if au-
thors carefully and deliberately choose these termsto further
scientific communication (e.g., when one is describing as-
pects of inkblot responses that are truly believed to indicate
projected dynamics). Rather, our objection iswith the reflex-
iveuseof historically ingrained termsthat poorly describethe
complex and distinctive methods used to assess personality.
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