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Introduction

Storytelling has a long tradition in human history. The famous

epic poems—the Iliad and the Odyssey from the ninth century B.C.,

the Aeneid (20 B.C.), the East Indian Mahabharata and Ramayana

(fourth century A.D.) and the Norse Sagas from the 13th century

A.D., in company with the Bible's 39 Old Testament books (13th-first

century B.C.) and 27 New Testament books (first century A.D.), have been

the significant means by which man told "his-story," recording for poster-

ity the oral legends that had been recounted for many years to willing

listeners. In this way, history was known within one generation and was

communicated from one generation to the next. That there were embel-

lishments and modifications, exaggerations, and omissions from what

may have been the "factual" events is largely irrelevant. The story, as it

was presented, was the storyteller's way to introduce a truth about the

cultural identity of those who heard the story—a psychological truth, a

moral truth, and an intellectual truth. The culture and character of the

Greeks, who listened to Homer's stories, were portrayed for them in the

representation of the world described in the Iliad and the Odyssey. The
Aeneid provided a glorification of their culture to the Romans, thus

serving a nationalistic purpose. The Indian epic poems, including the

Bhagavadgita, were a rich source book ofHindu life, legend, and thought,

while the Norse sagas kept alive the persons and events that shaped the

Northern world. The Bible continues to inform the lives of millions of

people today. As noted in the current century by Henry Murray, the father

of storytelling in contemporary psychology, "The soul of a people is

mirrored in their legends" (1938, p. 728).

Recently, psychology has taken a new interest in stories, or narratives.

It has been suggested that storytelling is used to construct meaning in our

lives (see, e.g., Howard, 1991). The particular meaning one gives to an

experience will be shaped by the story one uses to explain its occurrence.

Those who employ a scientific story may well find a different meaning
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from those who invoke a religious or a historical story. From this perspec-

tive, culture may be conceptualized in terms of a group of individuals who
share common stories to interpret and provide meaning to their lives. In

this context, education becomes a process of initiating young people into

the dominant stories of their culture. These stories make an important

contribution to establishing the identity of a culture (Howard, 1991).

On the individual level as well, identity is related to storytelling. It

has been suggested that identity may be conceptualized as a life story

which the individual constructs for him- or herself, consciously or uncon-

sciously (McAdams, 1988a). The construction ofthe individual's story will

be influenced by the dominant stories of the culture, but which of these

stories are chosen (e.g., scientific or religious), and which roles in the

stories are identified with, will contribute to the ultimate uniqueness of

each individual's life story. Both existing stories and stories newly con-

structed provide meaning to life. It is by living in and through the chosen

and the constructed story that life becomes meaningful.

Children, too, find out about the world through stories.
1 Whether it

is the amusing antics of Curious George or the immersion into the

imaginative world of Narnia,
2 dimensions of psychological reality are

revealed to those who are yet too young to make their own discoveries

through action in the real world. And how early society uses stories to

inculcate the stereotypical myths in children: Cinderella, whose dreary,

abused, and self-sacrificing life is rewarded by the appearance of Prince

Charming; Tom Sawyer, who escapes the respectable world of adults to

live free, but ultimately returns because his conscience will not allow an

innocent man to be wrongly punished; Huckleberry Finn, who has no

place in the respectable adult world but learns about the value of all

human life, including that of a runaway slave; Mary Poppins, who embod-

ies the mysterious secrets and magical powers of the as yet incomprehen-

sible adult world; and even Winnie the Pooh and friends, who present to

the child universally recognizable human character types in animal form.

These, and many others, are the stories that have created the schema in

children's minds about the human condition.

Today, there is another storyteller who shapes reality for children,

with stories in which people are bashed, sliced, tortured, and blown up

but rise again, as did the Phoenix, only somewhat the worse for having

been so brutalized. These are stories in which cars travel at incredible

rates of speed, leave the ground to soar over rivers, navigate mountain

roads on two wheels, and crash into tractor-trailers, only to have the

occupants emerge unscathed and walk away. Such is the reality of stories

today, as told by the television set, videocassettes, and the movies ab-

sorbed by hundreds of thousands of children.
3 These stories also present

a schema for children in which the world is understood to be a place where
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the occurrence of unbridled aggression and violence without conse-

quence is the norm. The disastrous enactment of these schemas in real

life by some children is a tragic demonstration of the importance of

stories in the child's development.
4

As much as being a recipient of stories, we are also storytellers. We
tell each other stories about what happened in the past, what happened

today, and what we hope might happen in the future. Sometimes, we tell

the same story again, an occurrence that often increases as we get older.

Sometimes the details of the story change, and even the characters may
vary from one telling to the next. But the stories continue, one generation

to the next.

Each story is one person's explanation of his or her psychological

reality. Although individual realities often overlap to a considerable extent,

each story is also personally unique. Nowhere is this better and more

beautifully illustrated than in the enticing dramas of Lawrence Durrell's

Alexandria Quartet, or in the shocking, blatant discrepancies among the

storytellers ofKurosawa's film Rashomon. In life, the story ofeach person—

the story that he or she tells—is unique; it is like no one else's story.

If this is true—that each story is a unique, individual expression—it is

not surprising that some psychologists look to the narrative as a prime

and singular source of information about the individual who has created

the tale. In the themes, but also in the nuances, the subtleties, and the

omissions, the life schema carried about by that individual is manifest. In

describing what has happened, or what may happen, each individual will

formulate a story guided by a schema that is harbored within. To hear or

to read these stories is to be given a glimpse into the unique nature of a

person's psyche.

Psychotherapists are among those who listen to stories carefully,

concerned not so much for their veridicality with what "really happened"

but rather listening for the core theme that marks the stories as variants

on an underlying narrative—a personal representation of the individual's

experience and understanding of what life is about.

Of course, there are those people who cannot, or will not tell stories.

Of those who refuse, it is probably safe to say that they have some inkling

that storytelling is self-revealing, and, for some reason, they do not wish

to expose themselves. When faced with a request to tell a story, they may
refuse altogether, or, more commonly, they may tell another person's

story—that is, they may respond with a stereotyped plot that has been

gleaned from the popular media or from a book they have read. The
telling of someone else's story informs us of something important—

namely, the defensiveness of the individual around self-revelation—but we
are kept at bay from discovering the particular life narrative of this person.

Not all people will tell us their story.
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Of those who will, some will tell short stories, some will tell long

stories, some will provide only the barest outline, while others will

smother the structure in voluminous details and many side pathways.

Some stories are characterized by multithematic complexity, whereas

others are almost repetitively single-minded, as if to say, "See, this is what

it is about!" in case we, the naive listener, might miss the point. Although

it is said that a picture is worth a thousand words, it is probably also true

that it takes a thousand words, at least, to present the schematic picture

of life—the narrative—that each individual carries within.

This book is about a particular kind of storytelling. Known as the

Thematic Apperception Test (TAT), and used by psychologists for nearly

60 years, the stories told by thousands and thousands of individuals about

a small set of black-and-white pictures have formed the basis of intensive

study by psychologists who believe that stories will reveal aspects of

human nature that may otherwise remain unknown and silent. This

systematic approach to storytelling has provided a method to investigate

those original, highly personal themes that constitute the unique person-

ality of each individual. The stories of the TAT are life's stories.

To understand the TAT, its own story should be known. This book

attempts to tell that story. The history and development of the test are

discussed in Chapter 2.

A story is a narrative, and the interest of social scientists in narrative

as a means for representing experience has grown rapidly during recent

years. The second section of the book explores the implications of the

story as narrative. Although the term "narrative" may be used in different

ways—for example, narrative may refer to the product or to the process

involved in creating the product—it seems clear that TAT stories belong

more to the realm of narrative thought than to positivist operationalism.

In the broadest sense, narrative may be considered a mode of

communication used to represent experience. A description of this mode
of thought, including its significance for the meaning of reality and truth,

is discussed in Chapter 3. The idea that narrative must always be under-

stood in context is further discussed in Chapter 4, and examples of the

influence of context on storytelling are provided. The remaining three

chapters in this section raise the issue of the interdependence of the

storyteller's narrative and the story interpreter's narrative in the process

of explicating TAT stories. In Chapter 5, the stories of college students

are considered in terms of the individual story lines portrayed. The
personal significance of these story lines is seen as they are related to

similar narrative representations in the students' autobiographical

sketches. In Chapter 6, an approach to interpretation of TAT stories,

which is itself based on a narrative account of experience, is described.

Here, the interpreter's narrative perspective—which is concerned with
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gender identity—is superimposed on the storyteller's narrative. From this

interaction, or "dialogue," between the storyteller's and interpreter's

narratives, a new perspective on the meaning of the story is created. This

interpretive perspective is then applied to the stories of the college

students discussed in the previous chapter, illustrating how an inter-

preter's narrative may enhance the meaning to be found in stories told.

Research studies supporting the assumptions of this narrative approach

are discussed at the end of the chapter.

The last chapter in this section presents another interpretive perspec-

tive—one that focuses on the use of defense mechanisms in the process

of storytelling. The rationale behind this perspective is explained, re-

search evidence is provided, and, again, the approach is applied to the

stories of the college students, showing the rich potential of narrative

stories for yielding multidimensional descriptions of personality.

The third section of the book is devoted to discussions of the use of

the TAT with clinical patients. Chapter 8 provides a detailed discussion

of two individuals, one female, one male, who are patients in a small,

psychoanalytically oriented hospital. Clinical information from the thera-

pists and from case conferences is presented along with the TAT stories

these patients told at the time of admission to the hospital and after some
months of treatment. Here, the patients' own story lines, and the change

in their themes over time are discussed. In addition, the interpretive

perspectives of gender identity and defense mechanisms are used to

enhance our understanding of these patients and the changes that occur

after a period of treatment.

Chapter 9 is also devoted to the study of clinical patients. Four

individuals from the same psychiatric hospital were selected to illustrate

how a particular form of personality organization is manifest in TAT
stories. Two of these patients (one female, one male) show an anaclitic

personality organization; two others (one female, one male) show an

introjective personality organization. The ways in which these different

personality organizations are revealed in the narrative stories of these

patients are illustrated. Again, the interpretive perspectives of gender

identity and defense mechanisms are used to enhance the meaning

derived from the stories.

Chapter 10 again focuses on different interpretive perspectives that

are used to assess psychopathology in TAT stories. Themes that are

frequently found in the stories of the borderline personality disorder and

the narcissistic personality disorder are discussed and illustrations are

provided. A new method for assessing borderline pathology, based on
the developmental level of object representations in the TAT stories, is

explicated and illustrated.

The fourth section of the book is devoted to a description of the ways
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in which narratives change with age. Chapter 1 1 discusses the use of the

TAT with children and provides examples of stories from children of

different ages, as well as demonstrations of how the same children's

stories change as the children develop. Research information based on

the TAT that shows the developmental changes that occur in gender

identity, defense mechanisms, object relations, achievement motivation,

and emotional stance is discussed. Chapter 12 focuses on developmental

studies of older people, illustrating how adult narratives also change with

age.

The fifth and final section of the book concentrates on the use of

the TAT for research studies. As is true for all research, the well-crafted

study is more likely to yield meaningful results; to accomplish such results,

the researcher should be aware of factors that may confound or disrupt

the study. Chapter 13 considers a few of these factors, such as the choice

ofTAT pictures and the influence of the length of stories told. Chapter

14 raises the issues of reliability and validity. Here, new approaches to

these psychometric issues appropriate to narrative material are discussed.

Chapter 15 discusses research using carefully developed coding schemes

to assess the strength of motives and other personality dispositions, as

revealed in TAT stories. Finally, Chapter 16 reviews a number of clinical

research studies that have used the TAT to investigate both physical and

psychological aspects of health and pathology.

Several reviews of the use of psychological tests by practicing clini-

cians indicate that the TAT continues to be one of the most widely used

methods for clinical assessment. A search ofpublished research abstracts
7

reveals that more than 1,000 studies using the TAT have been published

between 1970 and 1995. This book includes many of these references, as

well as a number of significant earlier publications. Clearly, the TAT
continues to be an important instrument for clinicians and researchers. I

hope that the new systematic approaches to interpretation and new
understanding about the appropriate psychometric approaches for nar-

rative material that are discussed in this book will enhance this valuable

method for the study of the human psyche.

In telling this story about storytelling, one cannot but be impressed

with the enormous number of stories that have been collected in research

studies of individuals over the years. Some of these stories have been

preserved and made available to other researchers
8

; others linger in old

filing cabinets or displaced cardboard boxes. Unlike reams of numbers
on data sheets, these stories contain revelations awaiting discovery; one
hopes they will be preserved for future study.
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The TAT

HISTORY

Prior to Morgan and Murray

Before the development of the TAT, there were several precedents in the

academic literature for the use of storytelling as a means for under-

standing personality (Tomkins, 1947). Just after the turn of the century,

two papers appeared which described the use of storytelling about a set

ofpictures as a technique for determining personality and developmental

differences in boys and girls (Brittain, 1907; Libby, 1908). However, this

approach remained in obscurity until 1932, when a psychiatrist working

at a busy clinic made use of a standard set of eight pictures to carry out

the assessment ofjuvenile delinquents with whom he did not have time

to establish the rapport needed for successful interviewing (Schwartz,

1932).

Development of the TAT

Three years later, a paper describing the TAT was presented by Morgan
and Murray (1935). Arising from a psychoanalytic context, the test was

conceived of as a shortcut method to discovering the hidden fantasies of

patients. The rationale for the test was based on two "facts": First,

according to Morgan and Murray, when a person "attempts to interpret

a complex social situation he is apt to tell as much about himself as he is

about the phenomenon on which attention is focused"; and second, "a

great deal of written fiction is the conscious or unconscious expression

of the author's experiences or fantasies" (Morgan & Murray, 1935, p.

289). The mechanism that accounts for these two facts, said the authors,

is projection, which is facilitated by the TAT procedure. "At such times

the person is off his guard, since he believes that he is merely explaining
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objective occurrences" (p. 289). Also, the test instructions do not focus

attention directly on the subject but, rather, stress an interest in the more
abstract process of "creative imagination."

These two factors were perhaps made even more prominent in this

first version of the TAT by certain differences in the instructions for that

test, as compared to later versions. In the first presentation of the TAT,

subjects were told that the TAT picture was to be used as the illustration

(e.g., in a magazine or book) for the story the subject told,
1

thus putting

greater emphasis on the role of the external stimulus in determining the

subjects' responses. Also, in addition to describing the procedure as a test

of creative imagination, the instructions for the first version told subjects

that theTAT was a test of "literary imagination," thus stressing intellectual

or esthetic factors somewhat removed from the subject's more personal

concerns.

In developing the TAT, Morgan and Murray began with several

hundred pictures which they presented to a number of subjects for

storytelling. From this larger set, they selected 20 that elicited good

stories. The main features of this final set of pictures were, first, that each

picture should suggest a critical situation that might serve as a "trellis" to

support the development of "every root fantasy" (Morgan & Murray,

1935, p. 290) and, second, that there be at least one character in the

picture with whom the subject could identify. For this latter reason,

separate pictures were needed for men and women, boys and girls,

children, young adults, and elderly persons.

In an attempt to validate the assumption that stories told about the

TAT would be a shortcut to discovering significant unconscious material,

Morgan and Murray carried out a research study with 50 men ages 20 to

30. The stimulus pictures were administered individually. After the

storytelling was complete, the subjects were queried about the source of

their fantasy material. From these inquiries, it appeared that the story

material came from four sources: books and movies (i.e., the media);

actual events in the lives of friends or family; personal experiences, either

objective or subjective, in the subject's life; and the subject's conscious

and unconscious fantasies. The last two categories served to validate the

authors' assumption that TAT stories would provide personally meaning-

ful material about the storyteller. The first two categories, although

apparently derived from nonpersonal experiences—that is, apparently

about persons other than the self—were also felt to have personal signifi-

cance insofar as the subject selectively remembers, or chooses to report

on, certain stories and events while ignoring others; those that are

selected by the subject to report on are assumed to be personally

meaningful.

Morgan and Murray stated that every single subject projected his or
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her own experiences or preoccupations onto the stories, and that some

of the stories were obvious autobiographies. However, the authors felt it

was not the possibility of eliciting autobiographical information that

made the TAT important; that purpose is better served by direct ques-

tioning. Rather, they believed that the value of the TAT lay in its

usefulness as a method to discover unconscious fantasies. Although the

stories are given as conscious fantasies, "Like dreams, they must be

interpreted if one is to arrive at the unconscious trends which determine

them" (Morgan & Murray, 1935, p. 293).

As an aid in this interpretation, a conceptual scheme for classifying

fantasies was outlined. The dynamic structure or plot of the fantasy was

designated a thema, which consisted of three aspects (although not all

aspects need be expressed in any one thema). The three important

features were described as the driving motivational force in the subject,

referred to as need; the objects (or group of objects) toward which or away

from which the force is directed, referred to as the environmental press;

and the outcome of the interaction of need and press, expressed in terms

of a subjective feeling (e.g., satisfaction or dissatisfaction).

In their paper, Morgan and Murray presented two case studies,

providing autobiographical material, TAT stories, and examples of their

analyses of the thema in the stories. On the basis of these and other test

results, they concluded that the TAT was a valid method for discovering

personally relevant dynamic material a subject would not directly expose,

as well as fantasies of which a subject may be entirely unconscious.

Explorations in Personality

Three years later, Murray's book Explorations in Personality was published

(Murray, 1938). This work was a landmark in psychology, presenting both

Murray's theory of personality and a model for personality assessment.

Both were to influence the direction of the study of personality for years

to come. The first half of the book, devoted to Murray's theory, provided

detailed definitions, descriptions, and illustrations of 29 "needs" and 20

environmental "press" situations, each of the latter containing a number
of subcategories. The other half of the book presented the 25 assessment

procedures used at the Harvard Psychological Clinic to study a group of

28 Harvard students, young men chosen from the fields of arts and
sciences by the Harvard Employment Office and paid for their time to

participate in the assessment study.

A discussion of the TAT appears in three places in the second half

of the book. As part of the first assessment procedure experienced by

each student—a roundtable conference with several staffmembers—three
pictures which were not part of the standard set of 20 were presented.

3
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This procedure, administered at first by Christiana Morgan and sub-

sequently by Erik Homburger (Erikson), used the standard TAT instruc-

tions for storytelling. The subject's responses to these pictures were used

to determine whether any subjects should be removed from the study; in

fact, no subjects were removed.

The next discussion of the TAT in the book occurs when it is

described as the 18th procedure used in the assessment battery. This

description, written by Morgan and Murray, was largely based on the 1935

article (Murray, 1938, p. 530, footnote). However, a new case study is

included, with autobiography and TAT stories, along with an analysis of

the thema, needs, and press for each story. Three of the TAT pictures

used are reproduced. These pictures are quite similar to their counter-

parts in the final published version of the test, but they are not identical,

indicating that the pictures were redrawn after this assessment study.

The use of the TAT is illustrated for a third time in the extensive case

study of Earnst (Murray, 1938, chapter 7). The section of this chapter that

deals with the TAT was written by Christiana Morgan. Although many of

the TAT stories are not given, the predominant thema, needs, and press

are identified and discussed. The relationship between these TAT thema

and those thema discerned from the autobiographical material makes

clear again, as did the 1935 paper, that the theoretical model of thema =

need + press —> outcome might be applied equally well to life history

information as to TAT stories.

As mentioned previously, this book provided the model for person-

ality assessment that was to be used by psychologists in their selection of

military personnel
4 and for the conduct of research studies

5
in years to

come. Murray (1938, p. 705) felt that the development of the assessment

method was the book's greatest contribution. Among the procedures

used, Murray concluded that those designed to evoke imagery and fantasy

(e.g., the TAT) produced the most significant data.

Toward the end of the book, Murray commented on the need for

verification of some of the exciting hypotheses regarding personality

dynamics that emerged from the analyses ofTAT data. He stated that he

looked forward to the development of the TAT into a standardized

procedure for "the systematic investigation of covert mental processes"

(p. 729). With regard to the question of verification (validity), Murray

referred readers to his 1937 article, in which "several techniques of

verification" (1938, p. 729) were tried out, after the completion of the

assessment study.

In this later paper (Murray, 1937), three methods are mentioned

which had actually been used in an attempt to validate TAT findings. The

first method relies on "matching" theTAT protocols with results obtained

from other tests or with biographical data obtained from the storytellers.
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Murray reports that such matching was done successfully for 10 subjects.

A second suggested method is to use the TAT to guess the occurrence of

certain childhood experiences and then to determine the accuracy of this

guess through an interview with the subject. A third method was to use

the TAT results to make predictions about future behavior. For this

purpose, the TAT stories of 15 Harvard subjects were used to predict their

relative hypnotizability. The rank-order correlation between predicted

hypnotizability and actual hypnotizability, which was established later, was

quite good (rho = .72).

THE THEMATIC APPERCEPTION TEST

Following these publications on the TAT, the final version of the test, with

an accompanying manual describing administration and scoring proce-

dures, was published in 1943 by the Harvard University Press.

The Stimulus Cards

Prior to this published form, there had been three earlier versions of the

stimulus pictures (Rapaport, Gill, & Schafer, 1946). The original set of

pictures, used by Morgan and Murray, were apparently never available

for general use outside the Harvard Psychological Clinic. A second set of

pictures was produced at the Clinic and made available for general

professional use. These TAT cards, in a smaller-format photographed

edition, included 10 pictures of males and females, 10 of males only, and

10 of females only. The third version of the TAT was a revised, big-format

photographed edition produced by the Harvard Psychological Clinic.

The fourth and final version was the Harvard University Press printed

edition.
7

The Harvard University Press edition of the TAT has been in use for

nearly 50 years. It consists of 31 standard cards, one of which is blank.

The remaining 30 cards are designated for use as follows: seven for boys

and men, seven for girls and women, one each for boys alone, men alone,

girls alone, women alone, boys and girls, and men and women. The
remaining 10 cards are to be used by all individuals. Thus, a complete

TAT would consist of 20 stimulus pictures for any one individual. In

clinical practice, it is rare to administer all 20 cards; the use of 10 or less

pictures is more common. A description of each of the 31 cards, along

with an excellent discussion of the typical themes elicited, has been

provided by Bellak (1975), Holt (1978), and Rapaport et al. (1946), among
others. Other important aspects of the pictures, such as their form,

complexity, and bizarreness, have been discussed by Henry (1956).
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Method of Administration

The standard procedure for administering the TAT is presented in

Murray's ( 1943) manual. After seating the subject in a chair, the examiner

provides the following instructions:

This is a test of imagination, one form of intelligence. I am going to

show you some pictures, one at a time; and your task will be to make
up as dramatic a story as you can for each. Tell what has led up to the

event shown in the picture, describe what is happening at the moment,

what the characters are feeling and thinking; and then give the

outcome. Speak your thoughts as they come to your mind. Do you

understand? Since you have fifty minutes for ten pictures, you can

devote about five minutes to each story. Here is the first picture.

(Murray, 1943, p. 3)

Murray's (1943) instructions suggest that each TAT card should be

responded to for about 5 minutes, although many examiners do not

adhere strictly to this interval, relying instead on the subject to indicate

when his or her response is complete. A related issue is the length of time

the stimulus picture should be presented to the storyteller, and whether

the picture should remain in view throughout the storytelling or be

removed after a stated interval. At a later date, Murray suggested that the

picture should remain in view for only 10 seconds (see Bellak, 1975, p.

41); a study by Stang, Campus, and Wallach (1975) found that the rated

pleasantness of 27 TAT pictures decreased in a linear fashion from a

10-second to a 60-second exposure duration.

When the subject has completed telling the story, if any parts of the

original instructions have not been responded to, the examiner may ask

the subject for the relevant information (e.g., "And how was the little boy

feeling?"; "Then how does the story end?"). This kind of inquiry is

generally done immediately after the story is told. Some examiners may
make an additional inquiry after all the stories have been told, asking, for

example, which picture/story the subject liked the best or least, and why,

or inquiring about personal associations to the pictures/stories—as Mor-

gan and Murray did in their original 1935 paper.
8

For research purposes, the TAT is often administered to a group of

subjects, all ofwhom write their stories at the same time. Atkinson (1958)

has provided a standard format for group administration of the TAT.

The Projective Hypothesis

As described by Morgan and Murray (1935), the crux of the test lies in

the assumption that subjects will project onto the stories their own needs,
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motives, expectancies, and anxieties—that they will interpret ambiguous

pictures of social situations in terms of their own experiences and

unconscious fantasies. In this process, projection is used as a mechanism

of thought organization in which the private world of the individual is

projected onto the external reality (see Rapaport, 1951, p. 888). Using

this mechanism, the subject is largely unaware of the revelation of

personally significant material through its attribution to the characters

in the picture/story. How is it that this personal material circumvents

normal inhibition or censorship? That is, what is it about the TAT that

facilitates the use of projection?

As suggested by Morgan and Murray, there are two important

aspects of the test situation that might encourage the use of projection.

First, the attentional focus in the test is on the stimulus pictures—some-

thing outside the subject, provided by the examiner, for which the subject

is not responsible. Someone else drew these pictures, someone else is

presenting them, someone else is asking for a story to be told about

pictures, and so on. This exterior focus encourages a tendency to exter-

nalize, which in turn facilitates the use of projection.

Second, the instructions to the subject tend to divert attention from

the subject's personal concerns (needs, wishes, fears, anxieties, etc.).

Instead, the more abstract realm of creative imagination is stressed.

Unless subjects happen to have a conflict around this aspect of them-

selves, the focus on a somewhat esoteric domain should lessen anxiety

about personal involvement in the task. But even if storytellers are

threatened by the idea of being creative, or having creativity evaluated,

they are no less likely to be unaware of the personal revelation aspect of

their stories. In any case, the subjects' stories are fulfilling the external

request for demonstrating creative imagination; they are not generally

perceived as being about the subject's own self.

PREVIOUS BOOKS ON THE TAT

There have been several long books, or significant sections of books,

previously written about the TAT. The first of these was published about

10 years after Morgan and Murray's 1935 paper, and most of the others

appeared over the following 10 years. In addition to describing the test

itself and the process of test administration, each of these works provides

a rationale or scheme for interpreting the stories. Although all these

works assumed a psychodynamic orientation toward the understanding

of personality, some were more eclectic in this regard (e.g., Tomkins,

1947; Henry, 1956; Shneidman, 1951), and others were more firmly

rooted in psychoanalytic theory (e.g., Bellak, 1954, 1975; Holt, 1951, 1978;
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Rapaport et al, 1946; Rosenwald, 1968). Stein's (1955) approach was

closely tied to Murray's original conceptions of needs, press, and cathexes

as these are expressed in TAT stories. Shneidman's (1951) book was

unique in that each of the 15 chapters was written by a different

psychologist, describing his or her personal approach to interpreting the

same TAT protocol. Tomkins's (1947) book stands apart from the others

in the expression of greater concern for research possibilities with the

TAT and the attendant problems of reliability and validity; Murstein

(1963) provided a sourcebook for theory and research. The work of

Rapaport et al. (1946, 1968) provided extensive discussions of the use of

the TAT for the diagnosis of various psychopathological conditions.

Several of these approaches were summarized by Wyatt (1947), who
described a further method of analysis. A recent work (Smith, 1992) has

described the methods ofcontent analysis currently used inTAT research,

as well as various theoretical issues associated with the interpretation of

the TAT.

CLINICIANS' USE OF THE TAT

To conclude this section, it is interesting to consider how frequently the

TAT is used by practicing clinical psychologists. Several surveys have

inquired about the tests most frequently used in clinical settings. For

example, in 1982, questionnaires were sent to 458 psychologists practicing

in five different types of psychiatric institutions (Lubin, Larsen, &
Matarazzo, 1984; Lubin, Larsen, Matarazzo, & Seever, 1985). The respon-

dents were asked to indicate the frequency ofuse of30 psychological tests,

chosen because they had been ranked in a 1969 survey as those most

frequently used (Lubin, Wallis, & Paine, 1971). With a 48% response rate

from those contacted, the TAT was ranked fifth out of the 30 tests

(preceded by the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale [WAIS], the Minne-

sota Multiphasic Personality Inventory [MMPI], the Bender Gestalt Visual

Motor test, and the Rorschach), based on the number of times the test

was mentioned as being used. This finding was generally consistent with

that of surveys taken in 1969, 1959, and 1946 (Lubin et al., 1971;

Sundberg, 1961), all of which found the TAT to be among the top five

tests used by clinicians.
9

A second survey, in 1984, queried 400 members of the Society for

Personality Assessment, with a 51% return (Piotrowski, Sherry, & Keller,

1985). Respondents were given the names of 18 popular psychological

tests, as determined from previous surveys, and were asked to indicate on

a 5-point scale the frequency with which they used each test. Based on

total mentions of usage, the TAT was found to rank fourth, following the
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Wechsler scales, Rorschach, and MMPI. In a follow-up study 4 years later,

a survey was made of test usage in 900 outpatient mental health centers

(Piotrowski 8c Keller, 1989), with a 46% usable return. Again, based on

total mentions of usage, the TAT was found to rank sixth.

Another survey (Archer, Maruish, Imhof, & Piotrowski, 1991) exam-

ined test usage with adolescent clients. From 600 requests, 165 respon-

dents provided usable data. The TAT was included among the 10 most

frequently used instruments, with the WAIS, the Rorschach, and the

MMPI being the most popular tests.

A further study of 107 psychologists working in 36 juvenile forensic

psychological clinics (Haynes & Peltier, 1985) asked how often the TAT
was included as part of the complete psychological evaluation of male

adolescent delinquents. The distribution of responses was "U-shaped";

32% of the psychologists reported using the TAT in less than 10% of their

evaluations, while another 33% reported using it in more than 90% of

their evaluations, yielding an overall mean usage of 51%. The most

frequent reasons given for not using the TAT were time constraints (43%),

client level of intelligence (18%), and limited verbal interaction capacities

(12%).

From these surveys, one may conclude that the TAT is, in fact,

frequently used by clinicians in a number of psychiatric settings. In fact,

Obrzut and Boliek (1986) conclude from surveys that thematic tech-

niques have become increasingly valuable in clinical assessment. The
consistently high rate of usage of the TAT over a nearly 25-year period

despite a rather negative attitude on the part of the clinical faculty at

some universities toward the value of projective techniques, as pointed

out by Lubin et al. (1984), is striking.
10
Apparently, that negative attitude

is not very influential in determining test usage because several projective

techniques (TAT, Rorschach, House-Tree-Person, and Draw-a-Person)

still ranked among the top 10 in frequency ofuse in 1991. Moreover, there

seems to be agreement across clinicians working in different settings as

to which are the most useful cards from which to obtain information

helpful in diagnostic and psychodynamic formulations of the patient.
11

SUMMARY

The contribution of the early books on the TAT to a sensitive and
insightful use of the test by large numbers of clinicians cannot be

overstated. Those students who were reared in this tradition have learned

the importance of the TAT for determining character structure, ego

functioning, and interpersonal dynamics. Although less central for psy-

chodiagnosis than, say, the Rorschach, the TAT continues to be a prime



18 • ORIGINS OF THE THEMATIC APPERCEPTION TEST

assessment approach for the practicing clinician. Yet, it is significant that

a number of these early advocates of the TAT refer to the absence of a

systematic scoring scheme to delineate the findings. For some, this was a

tangential concern, one for researchers to worry about; for clinical use,

the single most important factor in determining success with the TAT was

the capacity of the interpreter and his or her "thorough understanding

of dynamic psychology" (Holt, 1951, p. 210). For others, a scoring system

was a more pressing concern, and attempts were made to establish some
kind of coding scheme (e.g., Bellak, 1954; Shneidman, 1951; Tomkins,

1947). These systems, however, were sometimes highly complex and

cumbersome, with even their proponents acknowledging that an illustra-

tion of the scoring scheme "may well discourage the reader from even

attempting to score the TAT" (Tomkins, 1947, p. 41).

With regard to the issue of scoring, it might be fairly said that those

authors who attempted to set up a scheme that would capture the

psychological processes involved in storytelling ended up with a complex,

unwieldy approach that discouraged its use, whereas those who took a

more "objective" approach ended up with checklists that had lost the

flavor and psychological significance of the stories. Thus, although there

was some research being conducted with the TAT during this period,
12

it was hampered considerably by the lack of a systematic approach to

objectifying the TAT data. Nevertheless, among clinicians the TAT has

continued to be one of the most frequently used procedures.


