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Other neuropsychological tests have been designed to assess specific types of brain function-
ing as well as brain damage. These include memory, attention, reasoning, emotional processing, 
and motor processes including inhibition of action. One advantage of traditional neuropsycho-
logical tests is that they have been given to a large number of people so that norms could be estab-
lished. Thus, it is possible to know whether a 70-year-old individual is showing a normal memory 
decline in certain areas or if there might be the beginning of a neurocognitive disorder, such as 
Alzheimer’s disease.

Although neuropsychological testing was initially developed to assess brain damage resulting 
from accidents, strokes, or war, it is now finding a use in delineating deficits in those with mental 
illness. Today, there is a coming together of neuropsychological tests, measures of cognitive pro-
cesses in normal individuals, and brain imaging techniques. For example, the Wisconsin Card 
Sorting Test (WCST) requires that an individual sort cards into four piles. Each card has a spe-
cific shape on it, such as a circle or square, and a specific number of these shapes. Each card is also 
printed in a specific color. Thus, you could sort the cards by shape, by number, or by color. The 
person administering the test makes note of whether the individual is sorting each card correctly 
or not. After a number of sorts, the administrator changes the correct sort category. Individuals 
with frontal lobe damage have difficulty responding to changing demands. Individuals with 
schizophrenia also have difficulty responding to changing task requirements.

Another test that is commonly used in psychopathology research is the Continuous 
Performance Test (CPT), which measures attentional characteristics. In one version of 
the test, participants are shown a series of letters and must respond whenever a particular let-
ter is displayed. The test then requires that the person respond when one particular letter fol-
lowed by another letter is displayed. Children with ADHD have problems with this task. Thus, 

TABLE 4.1 Pros and Cons of Projective Tests

THE PROJECTIVE DEBATE

PRO CON

Less structured format allows clinician greater flexibility in 
administration and interpretation and places fewer demand 
characteristics that would prompt socially desirable responses 
from an informant.

The reliability of many techniques is questionable. As a result, 
the interpretations are more related to characteristics of the 
clinician than to characteristics of the person being tested.

Allows for the assessment of drives, motivations, desires, and 
conflicts that can affect a person’s perceptual experiences but 
are often unconscious.

Even some techniques that have good reliability have 
questionable validity, especially in making diagnoses and 
predicting overt behavior.

Provides a deeper understanding of a person than would be 
obtained by simply describing behavioral patterns.

Although we can at times predict things we cannot understand, 
it is rarely the case that understanding does not enhance 
prediction (Gittelman-Klein, 1986).

Adds to an overall assessment picture. Adding an unreliable piece of information to an assessment 
battery simply decreases the overall reliability of the battery.

Helps to generate hypotheses regarding a person’s 
functioning.

Leads one to pursue erroneous avenues in testing, or to place 
undue confidence in a particular finding.

Non-threatening and good for rapport building. Detracts from the time an assessor could better spend 
collecting more detailed, objective information.

Many projective techniques have a long and rich clinical 
tradition.

Assessment techniques are based on an evolving knowledge 
base and must continually evolve to reflect this knowledge.

Source: Frick et al. (2010), with kind permission from Springer Science+Business Media B.V.

Continuous Performance Test 
(CPT): a test that measures 
attentional characteristics

Wisconsin Card Sorting 
Test (WCST): an assessment 
instrument that requires an 
individual to sort cards into four 
piles; each card has a specific 
shape on it and a specific number 
of these shapes, and each card 
is printed in a specific color; thus, 
the cards could be sorted by 
shape, number, or color. The sort 
criteria are changed throughout 
the test. The purpose of the test 
is to measure the person’s ability 
to adjust to changes in sorting 
criteria




