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The basic technique of free association was 
to have a person lie on a couch and say whatever 
came into his or her mind. Since the therapist sat 
behind the client, there was little in the environ-
ment for the client to react to. It was the thera-
pist’s job to notice how a person’s thoughts and 
emotions were connected. During free associa-
tion over a period of months, it was assumed that 
patterns of responding would emerge. It could 
be, for example, that whenever a client talked 
about his pet, he would feel sad, or whenever 
someone began to describe a certain event, he 
would change the topic.

Projective techniques were formally intro-
duced in the first half of the 1900s as a means of 
detecting primary process types of thinking and 
feeling including instinctual and motivational 
processes. Since there were few techniques for 

understanding the connections in one’s mind at this time, professionals saw projective techniques 
as having potential for understanding how thoughts and feelings formed a cognitive network. It 
was assumed that projective techniques would give a window into the thought processes of those 
with mental disorders and how they differ from the thought processes of healthy individuals.

Two of the most well-known projective techniques are the Rorschach inkblot and the 
Thematic Apperception Test (TAT). Both of these tests have a long history of use, although vari-
ous researchers have been critical of the Rorschach and other projective techniques and suggest 
clinical situations in which these types of techniques are not useful (Garb, Wood, Lilienfeld, & 
Nezworski, 2005).

Rorschach Inkblots
During the early part of the 1900s, Herman Rorschach, a Swiss psychiatrist, experimented with 
using inkblots. The Rorschach inkblots were made by simply dripping ink on a piece of paper 
and then folding it in half to create a symmetrical design. Some of the inkblots were in black and 
white (see Figure 4.2), and others were in color (see Figure 4.3). He initially gave his inkblots to a 
large number of schoolchildren (Ellenberger, 1970). Rorschach was interested in the sensory pro-

cessing of these images, which he connected with Carl 
Jung’s idea of introversion and extraversion.

Rorschach saw introversion as focusing on the 
inner world of kinesthetic images and creative activity. 
Extraversion, on the other hand, was a focus on color, 
emotion, and adjustment to reality. For Rorschach, 
the content of what was seen in the inkblot was less the 
focus of the interpretation than the elements used, such 
as whether the person saw whole images or focused on 
small details of the blot. Viewing the image as contain-
ing movement and the use of the colors was also seen as 
important. A limited number of 10 plates were selected, 
and Rorschach published a book on the subject in 
German, Psychodiagnostics, in 1921. He died some 
months later at age 37. His book was translated into 
English in 1942.

Following Rorschach’s death, various clinicians 
used the inkblot test in their clinical practice. For a 

Rorschach Inkblots: a projective 
test using inkblots; an individual’s 
interpretation of the ambiguous 
ink patterns is evaluated to 
identify patterns in underlying 
thoughts and feelings

FIGURE 4.2 When You Look at This, What Do You See?
An example of a Rorschach inkblot in black and white.

The Rorschach and its scoring is a complicated process that continues to be the 
focus of scientific debate.
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