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The Rorschach in the Context of Performance-Based
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In this article, I draw on literature concerning the current status of the Rorschach Inkblot Method (Exner, 2002), performance-based personality
measurement, direct versus indirect personality assessment, and dual-process models to suggest a reconceptualization of the Rorschach. The goal
is to offer an updated conceptual framework for thinking about the Rorschach that can potentially be used both to enhance the image of the method
and to provide direction for future research on the validity of specific Rorschach scores.

The current status of the Rorschach Inkblot Method, and the
associated Comprehensive System used for its scoring and in-
terpretation (Exner, 2002), was probably best summarized by
Hunsley and Bailey (1999) when they stated, “the Rorschach
has the dubious distinction of being, simultaneously, the most
cherished and the most reviled of all psychological assessment
tools” (p. 266). On one hand, opponents have presented wide-
ranging criticisms of the method (e.g., Garb, Wood, Lilienfeld,
& Nezworski, 2005; Lilienfeld, Wood, & Garb, 2000; Wood,
Nezworski, & Lilienfeld, 2003; Wood, Nezworski, & Stejskal,
1996). At the same time, the Rorschach remains among the most
commonly used instruments in clinical settings (e.g., Archer &
Newsom, 2000; Camara, Nathan, & Puente, 2000); and its ad-
vocates are often passionate in its defense (e.g., Viglione &
Hilsenroth, 2001; Weiner, 2001). Buttressing its continued use
is the perception among many clinicians that the Rorschach can
reveal information unavailable through other popular assess-
ment techniques (Weiner, 1999). Furthermore, even critics of
the Rorschach admit it is a valid indicator of certain clinical
constructs including thought disorder and treatment prognosis
and may be a valid predictor of others as well (Garb et al.,
2005).

One particularly important point raised by the critics of the
Comprehensive System (Garb et al., 2005) is the number of vari-
ables that still have not been adequately validated even though
the system has been in use for over 20 years. The list includes
many of the system’s key variables, the D score providing just
one example. The well-established bias toward the publication
of significant outcomes (Dickersin, 2005) would suggest that a
variable for which no evidence of validity has been published is
probably a variable of at best modest validity. In other cases, the
validity evidence is minimal, consisting of at most one to two
studies, and in such cases, the concern is that the published liter-
ature is devoted to those studies that have generated the largest
effect size estimates for those variables (Schmidt, 1996). The
number of Rorschach variables that have been inadequately val-
idated suggests that global meta-analyses of Rorschach effects
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(e.g., Hiller, Rosenthal, Bornstein, Berry, & Brunell-Neuleib,
1999; Parker, Hanson, & Hunsley, 1988), even if conducted in a
methodological rigorous manner, may tend to overestimate the
validity of Rorschach variables as a whole. Furthermore, it is
possible Exner’s (2002) decision to build his system on codes
derived from the five earlier systems of Rorschach scoring and
interpretation, as opposed to focusing on those Rorschach vari-
ables with the strongest validity evidence regardless of their
source, may have resulted in a less globally valid system than
was possible.

The universe of variables that has been created for scoring
from a Rorschach protocol is substantial: The Comprehensive
System alone consists of dozens of frequencies, ratios, and pro-
portions. Many other variables are available outside the system.
An essential question for an efficient research program for cre-
ating an optimally valid approach to Rorschach scoring and in-
terpretation has to do with which scores should be emphasized
in future research. This question in part serves as motivation
for this article. I use several bodies of research not traditionally
applied to the Rorschach to suggest a conceptual framework for
the Rorschach that provides guidelines for future research on
the construct validity of Rorschach scores. To begin, I discuss
recent efforts to broaden the context in which the Rorschach is
framed.

PERFORMANCE-BASED PERSONALITY ASSESSMENT

For many years, the Rorschach has been widely perceived as a
projective instrument. This term has been used to indicate instru-
ments that require responding to ambiguous stimuli based on the
assumption, derived from psychoanalytic theory, that responses
to such stimuli are determined primarily by the projection of in-
ternal wishes or conflicts. Recently, supporters of the Rorschach
have questioned this assumption, beginning with Exner (1989).
Although he acknowledged that the psychoanalytic process of
projection can play a role in the identification or description
of a percept, particularly when a percept is unusual or grossly
inconsistent with the blot, Exner (1989) argued that the task
set for the respondent by the question “what might this be?” is
primarily perceptual. More recently, the Journal of Personality
Assessment has rejected the use of the term projective as a label
for personality indicators (Meyer & Kurtz, 2006), and Kubiszyn
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466 MCGRATH

et al. (2000) recommended the terminology performance-based
personality test instead.1

This alternative connotes a more descriptive and
theory-neutral perspective on the Rorschach. It also permits
comparisons between the Rorschach and instruments with very
different historical roots than the ambiguous-stimulus instru-
ments traditionally considered projective. I use these compar-
isons to develop some hypotheses about the best future course
for the development of the inkblot method.

As a starting point, it will be helpful to define the parameters
of performance-based personality tests. The reference to per-
sonality is presumably intended to distinguish the instruments
under consideration from performance-based indicators used
to evaluate “abilities,” such as intellectual, psychoeducational,
neuropsychological, and competency tests. Personality can be
viewed as the totality of the individual’s characteristic style of
responding to the environment distinguished from abilities in
particular by the consideration of both cognitive and affective
factors (Block, 2002; Mayer, 2005). That is, personality exceeds
abilities by encompassing values, beliefs, preferences, and other
affectively tinged components of characteristic functioning, a
domain that also includes some of the more stable elements of
psychopathology (e.g., Millon, Millon, Meagher, Grossman, &
Ramnath, 2004). Given the nascent state of neuroscience, the
degree to which abilities and personality reflect distinct aspects
of brain function remains an open question. What is clear is that
psychologists find the distinction between what a person can do
and who a person is to be a useful one.

The other term in the phrase, “performance-based,” is in-
tended to distinguish between measures of ability and per-
sonality that involve behavioral sampling as opposed to other
instruments relevant to personality such as the Minnesota Multi-
phasic Personality Inventory (MMPI; Butcher, Dahlstrom, Gra-
ham, Tellegen, & Kaemmer, 1989) that focus on self-description
by the respondent. Although typically more difficult to admin-
ister than self-report measures, the use of performance-based
measures is considered justified by their proponents because
they are used to gauge a person’s style of responding to the
instrument, under the assumption that this style of responding
indicates something about the person’s approach to environmen-
tal events outside the testing situation.

THE RORSCHACH AND THE IMPLICIT ASSOCIATION
TEST

Reframing the Rorschach as a performance-based personal-
ity indicator suggests a similarity with any measurement device
that uses the individual’s performance on a series of tasks as a
means of learning about that individual’s style of functioning in
affectively tinged situations. Another example of this class, and
the one that is the primary focus of subsequent comparisons,
is the Implicit Association Test (IAT; Greenwald, McGhee, &

1Bornstein (2007b) and Schultheiss (2007) have suggested alternative clas-
sification models for psychological measures in response to Meyer and Kurtz
(2006). The concept of performance-based personality tests used in this arti-
cle encompasses four categories of instruments listed in Bornstein’s (2007b)
Table 1: stimulus attribution, performance based, constructive, and observa-
tional. It also parallels Schultheiss’s category of nondeclarative measures. How-
ever, Schultheiss’s association of nondeclarative measures with specific mental
processes and with unconscious activity may be too restrictive, as my later
discussion suggests.

Schwartz, 1998). The IAT is a computer-administered instru-
ment that uses reaction times as the basis for inferences about
the relative strength of associations. For example, the IAT might
be used to present four types of stimuli in random order: posi-
tive words, negative words, pictures of flowers, and pictures of
snakes. In one block of trials, respondents are instructed to hit
the D key when they see either a positive word or a picture of a
flower, and the K key when they see a negative word or a snake.
In another block, the associations between stimuli are reversed,
so D is used for positive words and snakes, K for negative words
and flowers. Additional blocks are used to counterbalance the
keys. Most individuals are expected to respond more quickly in
the first block, where flowers are associated with positive words
and snakes with negative words, than in the block where the as-
sociation is reversed because cultural factors tend to encourage
the association of flowers with positive and snakes with negative
valuations.

The IAT is a method of data gathering rather than a specific
instrument. The same has been said of the Rorschach (Weiner,
1994) because the latter is inherently a source of data rather than
a consistent approach to quantifying that data, but because the
set of stimuli used is at the discretion of the researcher, the claim
is even truer for the IAT. Although used at first primarily to study
social attitudes, which are affectively tinged but not generally
treated as a component of personality because they are specific
to certain stimulus objects in the person’s environment, the IAT
methodology has since been used in connection with a variety
of clinical and personality constructs. For example, Nock and
Banaji (2007) found the strength of association between the
concepts of self-injury and self-reference was an independent
predictor of level of suicide risk in adolescents. Other research
has looked at such topics as associations with alcohol among
patients undergoing rehabilitation for alcoholism (De Houwer,
Crombez, Koster, & De Beul, 2004) and the relationship be-
tween extraversion and self-referential versus other-referential
words (Schmukle & Egloff, 2005).

The IAT is one of a variety of performance-based measure-
ment methods to emerge out of the social-personality litera-
ture in recent years (De Houwer & Moors, 2007). Still other
performance-based tests have been developed with more strictly
clinical goals in mind. Several tests have become popular in the
evaluation of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, including
the Conners (1994) Continuous Performance Test (CPT) and
the Test of Variables of Attention (TOVA; Greenberg, 1990).
These instruments involve sequential presentation of stimuli in
random order, with instructions to respond to one stimulus dif-
ferently than all others. Variables such as response time and
errors of omission and commission are used as indicators of
hyperactivity, inattention, and impulsivity.

The CPT and TOVA are particularly interesting because they
blur the distinction between abilities and personality. How ac-
curately a person with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder
performs on the task is believed to be reflective of an impor-
tant influence on their personal and social identity. The IAT
is the primary focus in my subsequent discussion of recent
performance-based measures, however, because it is by far the
most widely studied: Over 200 studies have been published us-
ing the IAT since its introduction 9 years ago. It is worth noting
that many of the comments to be made about the IAT apply to
other performance-based tests of personality functioning, just as
many of the conclusions to be drawn about the Rorschach can
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RORSCHACH AND PERFORMANCE-BASED ASSESSMENT 467

be applied to other personality instruments that use ambiguous
stimuli.

To reinforce the association between the Rorschach and
the IAT, several examples can be provided of instances in
which researchers working with the two instruments have strug-
gled with the same issues while using different terminology.
Prior literature on personality instruments presenting ambigu-
ous stimuli has suggested performance-based indicators differ
from self-report in that the former focus on implicit motiva-
tions, whereas the latter have to do with self-attributed mo-
tivations (McClelland, Koestner, & Weinberger, 1989). The
social/personality literature has tended to distinguish instead
between implicit and explicit measurement (Greenwald & Ba-
naji, 1995). The latter terminology was derived from the par-
allel distinction drawn between implicit and explicit memory
functioning (Roediger, 1990) and reflects the closer connection
between the social/personality and experimental literatures on
mental activity. There is also a literature that has suggested
the terminology mental processes versus mental experiences
(e.g., Nosek, 2007). This last alternative has the advantage
of avoiding the implication the individual is unaware of “im-
plicit” activity such as automatic attitudes, an implication that
has been questioned in a number of studies (e.g., Fazio & Ol-
son, 2003; Gawronski, Hofmann, & Wilbur, 2006; Olson, Fazio,
& Hermann, 2007). The distinction between mental processes
(gauged via performance-based indicators) and mental experi-
ences (gauged via self-report indicators) provides a framework
with broad implications for the understanding of all person-
ality measurement, whether derived from the clinical or so-
cial/experimental literature. Although use of the terms implicit
and explicit is widespread in the literature, including in the ti-
tle of the IAT, I use the adjectives automatic and deliberate in
subsequent discussion to avoid any implications about level of
awareness.

A second parallel emerges from research that has compared
outcomes on an automatic indicator of mental process with a
self-report indicator of mental experience, for example, cor-
relating an IAT and self-report measure of self-esteem or the
Rorschach Depression Index with depression scales from the
MMPI. These correlations have proven to be small on average
(Archer & Krishnamurthy, 1993a, 1993b; Hofmann, Gawronski,
Gschwendner, Le, & Schmitt, 2005; Nosek, 2005). For example,
Poehlman, Uhlmann, Greenwald, and Banaji (2005) found nine
studies that had compared self-report to IAT measures of clinical
issues. The weighted average of these correlations was .18. Sim-
ilar comparisons involving the Rorschach and MMPI produced
a mean r across 17 analyses of .06 (Meyer, Riethmiller, Brooks,
Benoit, & Handler, 2000). Various attempts have been made
to understand the reasons for this lack of convergence (e.g.,
Bornstein, 2002; Gawronski, LeBel, & Peters, 2007; Meyer et
al., 2000; Olson et al., 2007), although currently the IAT and
Rorschach literatures on this topic are evolving in complete
isolation from each other.

A third parallel is reflected in research that has compared
the relative validity of performance-based measures with self-
report. In a meta-analysis of 61 studies in which the IAT and
self-report indicators were used to predict the same or similar
criteria, Poehlman et al. (2005) found a mean correlation for
the IAT of .27 and for indicators of mental experience of .35.
Poehlman et al. concluded that the IAT was most useful as
an adjunct to self-description when the criteria were socially

sensitive or difficult to control consciously. Similar conclusions
have been drawn for the Rorschach as well (e.g., Grossman,
Wasyliw, Benn, & Gyoerkoe, 2002; Meyer & Archer, 2001).

Despite the similarities, the Rorschach can be distinguished
from the IAT and related instruments in two important ways.
The first is in terms of the trade-off between bandwidth and
fidelity (Cronbach & Gleser, 1965), an issue that is not per-
tinent to the central argument of this article but I will discuss
further in the Conclusion. The second has to do with the theoret-
ical framework in which the two instruments function. Specifi-
cally, it is hypothesized that the effectiveness of the Rorschach
and the Comprehensive System is undermined by the degree to
which it is based on two problematic, and to some extent out-
moded, beliefs. The first suggests that empirical methods can
identify measures that are both subtle and valid. The second is
a traditional psychoanalytic perspective on the nature of men-
tal processes. Although the discussion of these issues and their
implications focus primarily on variables from the Comprehen-
sive System, the Rorschach Oral Dependency (ROD; Masling,
Rabie, & Blondheim, 1967) scale proves useful for demonstrat-
ing several points, in part because it is one of the Rorschach
indicators with the strongest empirical support (e.g., Bornstein,
1999).

INDIRECT MEASUREMENT

Many Rorschach scales have been developed on strictly em-
pirical grounds without considering the degree to which the
scale demonstrated a clear correspondence with the construct
it ostensibly reflected. In fact, lack of correspondence has his-
torically been considered a desirable feature for a Rorschach
scale. Oftentimes the original empirical base for a Rorschach
variable has even been informal, consisting of clinical asser-
tions about an interesting covariation between test behavior and
person attributes (Meyer, 1996).

Exner (2002) deserves acknowledgement for his recognition
that all scores in the Comprehensive System should be based
on formal empirical validation. However, the manner in which
this goal was accomplished demonstrates excessive faith in the
power of empirical approaches. Exner (2002) described numer-
ous instances in which coding rules were modified to enhance
interrater agreement, the interpretation of scores was derived
directly from empirical studies, or composite variables such
as the Depression Index were created based on a discriminant
function analysis. In many instances, the results were never
cross-validated or considered in light of variable–construct re-
lationships. Critics of the Rorschach have raised concerns about
the methodological rigor of Exner’s (e.g., 2002) research (e.g.,
Wood et al., 1996), but that is not the focus of this discussion.
The goal here is to point out that unreplicated empirical results
without consideration of the degree to which the scale is in-
tuitively related to the construct is a flawed approach to scale
development. The link between variable and construct has been
discussed in terms of item prototypicality, trait indicativity, con-
tent validity, and subtle versus obvious items (Broughton, 1984;
Cronbach & Meehl, 1955; Johnson, 2004; Meehl, 1945), but I
generally refer to them here as having to do with indirect versus
direct measurement.

Historically, interest in the use of measures that are indi-
rectly related to the construct they are intended to indicate
can be traced to the 1920s when psychologists first became
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468 MCGRATH

seriously concerned that people may not respond accurately to
transparent items (Hartshorne & May, 1928). The popularity
of the Rorschach in the United States in part originated out of
these concerns. They also played a significant role in the devel-
opment of the MMPI, for which items were chosen primarily on
the basis of statistical analyses rather than conceptual grounds.
For example, if there was a significant difference between de-
pressives and members of the normative sample in responding
to an item, that item became part of the MMPI depression scale
keyed according to the response alternative more commonly
chosen by those with depression. The result was a set of items
to which those with depression responded differently than the
normative sample regardless of any motivation among them to
misrepresent themselves.

What is relevant to this discussion was the discovery that
many of the items meeting the empirical criterion had no direct
relevance to the target construct for the scale. Wiener (1948)
hypothesized that these so-called subtle items should be rel-
atively impervious to faking. Meehl (1945) further suggested
that the subtle items could inform theory building by revealing
unforeseen features of the construct.

This optimism about the potential for items with no apparent
connection to the construct ultimately proved unfounded, in part
because of a simplistic belief that the empirical effects were so
robust as to obviate the need for cross-validation. Jackson’s
(1971) critique of atheoretical empirical scales proved to be
a turning point in psychologists’ faith in the naive empirical
approach. Jackson (1971) proposed that

Personality measures will have broad import and substantial construct
validity to the extent, and only to the extent, that they are derived from
an explicitly formulated, theoretically based definition of a trait. (p.
232)

Although Jackson did not completely discount the possibility
of creating good subtle items based on conceptual grounds,
he hypothesized that most such items chosen empirically for
inclusion in the MMPI scales in fact represented Type I errors
and would have been eliminated with cross-validation.

Numerous studies have been conducted evaluating the
criterion-related validity of direct versus indirect items (e.g.,
Campbell & Mehra, 1958; Goldberg & Slovic, 1967; Johnson,
2004; Norman, 1963; Osberg & Harrigan, 1999; Paunonen,
1984; Weed, Ben-Porath, & Butcher, 1990; Wrobel & Lachar,
1982), and they have consistently supported Jackson’s (1971)
hypothesis. In each case, relationships with relevant criteria
consistently covary positively with ratings of item directness.
What is particularly relevant to the issue of cross-validation is
that several of these studies have found both direct and indirect
stimuli significantly predicted a criterion in a derivation sample,
but only the items rated as direct indicators survived cross-
validation. Although they are theoretically more susceptible to
faking than indirect items, direct items have consistently proven
to be better predictors—and the only reliable predictors—of
reasonable criteria. Empirically selected indirect items are un-
likely to demonstrate reliable effect sizes when the analyses are
cross-validated.

Indicators that clearly correspond with the constructs they are
thought to reflect have another advantage in terms of the con-
struct validation of an instrument. A core component of con-
struct validation involves clarifying the nature of the construct

represented by an observed scale (Embretson [Whitely], 2003;
McGrath, 2005). Cronbach and Meehl (1955) thought the pat-
tern of relationships with other observed variables would inform
psychologists about the matrix of latent relationships within
which the construct exists, a matrix they referred to as the
nomological net, and this would enhance understanding of the
construct itself. This in turn would permit more refined mea-
sures of the construct, a process Cronbach and Meehl referred
to as “bootstrapping.” In fact, the use of empirical evidence to
bootstrap one’s knowledge of the construct is difficult if not im-
possible to achieve unless the indicator demonstrates a strong
conceptual link with the construct of interest.

For example, the race version of the IAT pairs African
American and Euro-American faces with positive versus nega-
tive words. Research has consistently demonstrated a tendency
among Americans to associate Black faces more strongly with
negative words, and this effect is only mildly related to self-
reported racism (Cunningham, Preacher, & Banaji, 2001). De-
spite lack of convergence with self-report, the nature of the
task created a strong presumption that the race IAT reveals
something interesting about reactions to members of different
racial groups. Because this link is so intuitive, researchers have
been able to generate fairly sophisticated hypotheses demon-
strating, for example, that the effect is not due to familiarity
(Dasgupta, Greenwald, & Banaji, 2003) or to bias against the
color black (Smith-McLallen, Johnson, Dovidio, & Pearson,
2006), but racial bias on the IAT does correlate with reasonable
indicators of subtle forms of prejudice such as attributions about
behavior and treatment choices by physicians (Lane, Banaji,
Nosek, & Greenwald, 2007).

Nosek, Greenwald, and Banaji (2007) wrote that “the IAT has
enjoyed a period of sustained empirical use during which its cre-
ators, developers, and users have remained relatively calm about
the absence of an established cognitive model of performance at
the task that generates the IAT measure” (p. 283).2 Even without
being able to articulate the construct fully, the intuitive quality
of the IAT provides a conceptual foundation for studies that
refine the understanding of the construct in important ways, so
that a cumulative body of research about the meaning of the IAT
is possible.

In contrast, Exner proposed an elevated score on his Egocen-
tricity Index “suggests that the individual tends to be much more
involved with himself or herself than are most others” (2000,
p. 257). The Egocentricity Index is based on the number of
Pair responses in which the same object is identified on both
sides of the inkblot and the number of Reflection responses in
which an object on one side of the inkblot is reflected on the
other.3 In fact, no intuitive rationale exists for associating Pair
responses with the construct self-involvement. Without such an
association, all sorts of questions central to understanding the
construct validity of the indicator are unanswerable: why this
variable predicts self-involvement, whether a different weight-
ing of Pair responses in the index would offer a better approach
to gauging self-involvement, under what circumstances Pair

2Similarly, items that are intuitively related to the constructs they are thought
to reflect are used successfully in self-report measurement even though some
questions about their use remain unresolved, such as the degree to which these
items reflect self-presentation versus self-disclosure (Johnson, 1981).

3A glossary that includes all Rorschach coding and scoring terms used in
this manuscript may be found in Anonymous (2007).
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RORSCHACH AND PERFORMANCE-BASED ASSESSMENT 469

responses predict self-involvement (hypotheses about modera-
tor effects), what aspects of self-involvement are best predicted
by Pair responses, and so forth. The reliance on Rorschach vari-
ables of uncertain meaning compromises attempts at improving
the construct validity of those variables (Meyer, 1996; Widiger
& Schilling, 1980).

In the years prior to the ascendance of the Comprehensive
System, Weiner (1966, 1977) has criticized the strict empiri-
cal approach to developing Rorschach measures and has high-
lighted the importance of a conceptual model for Rorschach
scores and their interpretation. Unfortunately, Weiner’s (1966,
1977) message was lost in the groundswell of support for the
Comprehensive System. The evidence is clear: Indicators that
are directly linked to constructs of interest are superior whether
evaluated in terms of maximizing the prediction of important
criteria or maximizing the understanding of the scale-construct
relationship.

TRADITIONAL PSYCHOANALYTIC PERSPECTIVE ON
MENTAL PROCESSES

Whereas some Rorschach variables can be traced to the strict
empiricist tradition, others are rooted in psychoanalytic assump-
tions about the nature of mental activity. For example, Rorschach
responses involving food have historically been interpreted as
evidence of dependency issues (Exner, 2000; Masling et al.,
1967), an interpretation that has its origins in the psychoan-
alytic hypothesis that dependency reflects fixation in the oral
stage of development.

A predilection toward using psychoanalytic theory to under-
stand respondent behavior on performance-based personality
measures made sense when psychoanalytic theory offered the
only cogent account of unconscious mental processes. In re-
cent years, however, dual-process theories have emerged as an
alternative (e.g., Bargh & Chartrand, 1999; Barrett, Tugade,
& Engle, 2004; McClelland et al., 1989; Weinberger, 1992;
Wilson, Lindsey, & Schooler, 2000; Zajonc, 1980) and have
quickly come to dominate experimental research in topics as di-
verse as making attributions, attention, social perception, mem-
ory, emotion, and personality. The popularity of the IAT is one
manifestation of the success of dual-process theories.

Dual-process theories are consistent with psychoanalytic the-
ory in recognizing that both mental experiences, associated in
the literature with adjectives such as conscious, explicit, supral-
iminal, or deliberate, and mental processes, referred to as un-
conscious, implicit, subliminal, or automatic, are essential to a
complete theory of mental functioning. For this reason, discus-
sions of dual-process theories sometimes acknowledge a debt
to Freud concerning his popularization of the concept of the
unconscious. However, the two approaches use the concept in
very different ways (Kihlstrom, 1999; Westen, 1998). Freud
focused on unconscious information and processes that existed
primarily because of an active process of repression as a defense
against anxiety. In contrast, dual-process theories attribute the
existence of unconscious activity primarily to the limitations
of consciousness. Sensory inputs must surpass certain mini-
mum thresholds before they can be consciously experienced,
consciousness is limited in terms of the amount of informa-
tion that can be manipulated simultaneously, mental processes
may remain outside of consciousness simply because they have
not been self-observed, and automatic processes can be more

efficient than deliberate processes. Although these findings do
not preclude the hypothesis that unconscious activity can reflect
defensive operations, they suggest unconscious activity largely
occurs for benign reasons and, as noted previously, can be more
accessible to conscious evaluation than psychoanalytic theory
would traditionally suggest.

The psychoanalytic tradition continues to influence
Rorschach practice in at least two ways. The more obvious
influence is evident in interpretive strategies that reflect uncor-
roborated psychoanalytic hypotheses. The Food response is a
good example of this dubious practice because even many psy-
chodynamically oriented psychologists question the validity of
the psychosexual model. Fortunately, the Comprehensive Sys-
tem offers few examples of variables that depend on traditional
psychoanalytic thinking for their intuitive justification.

The more subtle, but also more pervasive, influence de-
rives from the psychoanalytic assumption that mental activity
is strongly influenced by conflicts and wishes, and verbal be-
havior can largely be interpreted as symbolic representations
of those issues. This assumption remains evident in a tendency
to interpret responses in a manner that is superficially direct,
and appealing for that reason, but does not provide the most
straightforward explanation for the response.

For example, it was noted earlier that Exner (2000) associ-
ated even one Reflection response with self-focusing, a link that
would seem to make intuitive sense from a literary or psycho-
analytic perspective. Whether it makes intuitive sense from the
perspective of typical mental processes is another matter. This
interpretation assumes that self-focused individuals demonstrate
an automatic focus on acts of physical self-observation, an
untested assumption. A more parsimonious explanation would
suggest the Reflection response is a means of resolving the per-
ceptual challenge created by the symmetry of the blot (see Horn,
Meyer, & Mihura, in press). The more intriguing hypothesis that
it indicates self-focus may only be justified if there are additional
signals of preoccupation. These might include multiple Reflec-
tion responses (although even in this case, a more reasonable
explanation might be a preoccupation with resolving the sym-
metrical character of the blot, for which the Reflection strikes the
respondent as a particularly clever strategy) or embellishment
of the response in such a way as to suggest a preoccupation with
self-observation (although in some cases, this embellishment
might suggest the Reflection is more accurately interpreted as
a concern about how the respondent is perceived by others).
Using the terminology from the previous section, psychoana-
lytic theory sometimes can lead the test user to perceive a direct
link between a test behavior and a construct and ignore a more
direct—but perhaps more mundane—explanation.

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE RORSCHACH

Core Hypotheses

The preceding discussion suggests two hypotheses concern-
ing the Rorschach that provide a framework for subsequent dis-
cussion. First, Rorschach variables with a direct intuitive link to
the construct they are thought to represent will probably prove
to be the most valid and will contribute the most to a cumula-
tive research approach to the instrument. The construct need not
be fully specified, but the relationship should be clear. Second,
the psychoanalytic approach to the interpretation of symbols
has resulted in interpretive statements that ignore more direct
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and parsimonious explanations of test behavior. An important
auxiliary principle derived from these two hypotheses suggests
that response elements that are structurally equivalent in terms
of current Comprehensive System coding may in fact reflect
different underlying mental processes, and contextual elements
will play an important role in hypotheses about what processes
in fact are operating. In the remainder of this article, I focus on
some implications of these hypotheses for Rorschach practice.
The presentation is more conjectural than has been the case up
to this point, with the goal of initiating discussion about the use
of the Rorschach rather than drawing final conclusions.

Cognitive Processes, Associative Processes, and
Extra-Test Behavior

To understand how an intuitive link can be hypothesized be-
tween a Rorschach variable and a construct, it is important
to consider what mental processes might underlie a response.
Literature on the Rorschach has often distinguished between
three classes of processes (Weiner, 1977, 1994). The first can be
broadly referred to as cognitive. These include the perceptual
processes used to resolve the problem of “what might this be?”
and the logical and linguistic processes used to formulate the
statement of the percept. Good examples of intuitively linked
indicators of such processes from the Comprehensive System
include Form Quality as an indicator of deviant perceptual ten-
dencies and Deviant Verbalizations as evidence of difficulties in
the verbal expression of ideas.

Other activity seems to reflect associational processes, which
is the aspect of Rorschach test behavior most consistent with its
traditional labeling as a projective instrument. The discussion
of Reflection responses in the previous section suggested a core
problem in the identification of associational activity may be
the discrimination between the perceptual processes used to
identify a percept in the inkblot and an associational output
(see also Rosegrant, 1984). Several heuristics can be suggested
to exemplify this process, although exceptions can be noted to
each. One is that an associational process will tend produce a
recurring theme and/or greater detail or elaboration. A second
is that nouns (content) are perceptual, whereas adjectives and
adverbs (descriptions or qualifiers) are associational.

An example of a potentially interesting associational vari-
able is reflected in the use of Texture (the use of Shading to
suggest a tactile impression) to indicate issues surrounding in-
terpersonal closeness, although I evaluate this variable in greater
detail following. The attribution of Texture is explicitly descrip-
tive. Even the rare pure Texture response is intended to be de-
scriptive, although it is descriptive of the blot itself rather than
some object the blot is thought to resemble. A second example
of an associational variable is the Morbid response (indications
the percept is dead, damaged, or associated with dysphoric af-
fect). This is in contrast with Form Quality, which addresses
the fit of the object to the blot location and is clearly more of
a perceptual processing issue (although disturbing associations
hypothetically can lead to the addition of distorted features to
the percept).

Consideration of the distinction between cognitive and asso-
ciational factors in a response generates two intriguing hypothe-
ses about Rorschach administration and interpretation. First, the
standard Comprehensive System inquiry question “what makes
it look like that?” assumes the central mental process underlying

the response is perceptual. If there is reason to believe a par-
ticular element of a response is more interesting because of an
associational process, however, it might be more productive to
add questions of the type “tell me more about it being ” or
“what do you think of when you think of ?” (see Aronow,
Reznikoff, & Moreland, 1994).

A second hypothesis derived from considering the role of
both cognitive and associational processes would suggest that
rather than focusing on specific contents or determinants, the in-
terpretation of associations may benefit more from an analysis
of the language used by the respondent. This approach poten-
tially permits the coding of personal attributes never formalized
within the confines of the Comprehensive System such as the
use of demeaning or dramatic descriptors.

The third potentially interesting component of responding
is extra-test behaviors, including speech patterns. Of course,
extra-test behavior is potentially interesting no matter what the
method of assessment. The person who starts writing notes in
the margin of the MMPI answer sheet is potentially revealing
something more important than the information gleaned from
the test itself. However, the interactive quality of the Rorschach
administration combined with the ambiguous, vaguely evoca-
tive, and anxiety-provoking qualities of the stimulus objects
enhance the potential for interesting extra-test behaviors. The
Comprehensive System has only a few scores in which respon-
dent behavior is important, such as Deviant Responses (odd or
circumstantial phrasing) and the use of rubbing the card in re-
lation to coding a Texture response (Exner, 2000), but the issue
has been discussed more extensively in other literature on the
method. For example, Weiner (2003) listed five categories of
Rorschach extra-test behavior, including unusual card handling,
comments, personalized responses, expressive style, and inter-
personal style. Clinical use of the Rorschach suggests extra-test
behaviors can offer conceptually intuitive indicators of interper-
sonal style and may merit greater inclusion in formal coding.
Ideally, a comprehensive system for the Rorschach would en-
compass all aspects of behavior during the test administration.

Considering Context

The core problem when using the Rorschach is that the re-
spondent’s behavior is not governed by the simplifying assump-
tions of the psychologist. What looks like the same type of
response can potentially reflect a variety of mental processes.
For example, multiple Personalized Answers (answers justified
or clarified by reference to personal knowledge) can result be-
cause the respondent is uncomfortable with the Rorschach or
with testing in general, is insecure about their abilities, is at-
tempting to assert superiority over the tester through expression
of their personal knowledge, or is demonstrating narcissistic ten-
dencies (Weiner, 2003, p. 228). Greater consideration of context
is similarly useful for understanding some of the cognitive spe-
cial scores, which can reflect immaturity, subcultural factors,
education, and various other factors. The incorporation of alter-
native hypotheses for interpreting a certain type of response, and
factors that can be used to distinguish between those alternatives,
into the interpretive algorithms for the Comprehensive System
could dramatically enhance the validity of the Rorschach.

Exner’s (2002) coding rules at times complicate the process
of considering context. The coding rules were influenced by
multiple factors including the historical roots of the code and

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
B
y
:
 
[
H
J
P
A
 
-
 
S
o
c
i
e
t
y
 
o
f
 
P
e
r
s
o
n
a
l
i
t
y
 
A
s
s
e
s
s
m
e
n
t
 
M
e
m
b
e
r
]
 
A
t
:
 
1
3
:
5
1
 
1
2
 
S
e
p
t
e
m
b
e
r
 
2
0
0
8



RORSCHACH AND PERFORMANCE-BASED ASSESSMENT 471

concern for interrater agreement. In many cases, these con-
siderations trumped establishing an intuitive link between the
signifier and what is signified.

Texture responses offer a good example of this phenomenon.
Exner (2000) interpreted Texture based on Shading as having to
do with “needs for closeness and openness to close emotional
relations,” (p. 314) and multiple Texture responses are inter-
preted as evidence of unfulfilled needs for closeness. Texture
is an example of a code where both conceptual considerations
and empirical evidence support the hypothesized interpretation
(Marsh & Viglione, 1992). However, the intuitive interpretation
only makes sense as the result of an associative process when a
Texture response reflects comforting attributes such as warmth,
softness, or fuzziness. For reasons of maximizing reliability,
Texture is instead scored any time there is a tactile impression,
including wetness, hardness, or roughness. References to hard-
ness or roughness hypothetically could indicate the denial of a
need for closeness, but it is intuitively unlikely that they ever
reflect openness to being close, and there is no intuitive basis
for including wetness in the list. One might even hypothesize
that references to hardness at times suggest an unconflicted ten-
dency toward distancing. Alternatively, any Texture response
could suggest a perceptual process. Again, the correct interpre-
tation probably depends on the frequency and elaboration of
Texture responses. Furthermore, a reference to warm fur based
on the form demand of the blot is potentially more indicative
of the relevant construct than the perception of wetness based
on shading, depending on how the respondent qualifies the re-
sponse. The restriction of the code to shading-based Texture
responses can be traced directly to Klopfer’s (1938) original
comments on the Shading response rather than a conceptual
analysis of the link between the code and the construct.

A second example involves the Morbid response. Consider
two similar responses to Card 1 that would warrant coding as
Morbid:

1. This is a butterfly. Its wings are ripped and tattered, and it
doesn’t have very long to live.

2. This is a butterfly. I don’t know what to make of these white
spaces, I don’t know any kind of butterfly with white spots
on its wings quite like that. They really shouldn’t be there,
but I guess its wings are ripped.

The first is intuitively indicative of the negativity that is as-
sociated with Morbid responses, as reflected in the reference
to death and the redundancy of ripped and tattered. The sec-
ond seems more indicative of an intellectualized or obsessional
quality in responding to the blot as reflected by the equivocation
about the explanation. What is important is not the reference
to damage but the manner in which the respondent qualifies
that reference. It is an open question whether it is possible to
refine the coding rule for Morbid responses in such a way as
to allow discrimination between these two examples without
compromising interrater reliability.

One of the important contributions the Comprehensive Sys-
tem has made to the Rorschach is standardization (e.g., Meyer,
Mihura, & Smith, 2005), and it is important to clarify that the
point here is not to undermine consistency in the way the instru-
ment is administered, scored, or interpreted. However, a con-
ceptual analysis of Rorschach behavior suggests it is far more
complex than the existing interpretive guides would suggest.

Superficial similarities in responses can indicate very different
mental processes. A maximally valid interpretive approach to
the Rorschach would need to address that complexity explicitly.

Codes With Questionable Content Validity

There are several Comprehensive System variables for which
there would seem to be either no credible conceptual model that
explains the hypothesized indicator-construct link, or the link is
so distant that one should question how frequently it occurs in
practice. The following admittedly subjective list offers some
examples:

� Diffuse Shading (use of Shading to indicate variation) and
Vista (use of Shading to indicate depth) responses.

� Animal and Inanimate Movement responses.
� Pairs and Reflections.
� Form Dimensionality (use of Form to indicate depth).
� Food responses.

Prior research has tended to support raising concerns about
the validity of some of these variables (e.g., Eells & Boswell,
1994; Nezworski & Wood, 1995; Viglione & Exner, 1983), and
others remain almost untouched in the published literature. In
the previous section, I did suggest the possibility that a Vista
or Diffuse Shading response can at times reflect some impor-
tant respondent attribute but only when the language used in
connection with the response is consistent with the attribute.
For example, a Vista response accompanied by a reference to a
deep, dark hole would hypothetically be more predictive of de-
pression or suicidal intent than a reference to the Grand Canyon
observed from above based on both Form and Shading. To state
this proposition another way, the focus on determinant or content
codes is potentially misleading to the extent it deemphasizes the
specific manner in which the determinant or content is used by
the respondent. Notice that what has been suggested here is not
that some Comprehensive System variables such as Texture are
valid, whereas others such as Vista are not; rather, the hypothe-
sis is that Texture responses are more consistently reflective of
the proposed latent construct than is true of Vista responses.

Excessive Aggregation

Many of the key variables in the Comprehensive System are
composites of other variables. Examples include the Suicide
Constellation, Depression Index, Perceptual-Thinking Index, D
Score, and Coping Deficit Index. Exner (2002) selected the
components of these indexes on the basis of (often unreplicated)
empirical analyses. As McGrath (2005) noted, aggregated scores
are useful because their reliability tends to exceed that of its
elements, and their criterion-related validity tends to exceed the
mean validity of those elements. This justification for generating
indexes makes particular sense in the case of scales such as those
from the MMPI in which the elements are individual items. It
is not as compelling in the case of the Comprehensive System
because the elements are already based on aggregates such as
the total number of Passive Movement or Space (use of white
space) responses.4

4As a side note, the conversion of the elements to dichotomous outcomes
before their aggregation rather than standardization and summation could also
compromise the validity of the composite.
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In cases in which the composite includes some elements
that demonstrate relatively poor criterion-related validity, it is
reasonable to expect that a subset of the elements can outper-
form the aggregate. If some or most of the elements do not
demonstrate an intuitive link to the construct associated with
the index and so are unlikely to cross-validate, the index as
a whole may prove to be a valid indicator of some construct
but less valid than a composite based only on the most valid
elements.

The indexes vary in the degree to which they are comprised
of intuitively linked elements. The Perceptual-Thinking Index
is probably the best in this regard. In contrast, the Suicide Con-
stellation consists of a very diverse set of variables that differ
markedly in terms of their intuitive link to the construct. In fact,
it may be hypothesized that a tally of the number of responses in
which the language suggests negative affect could prove more
valid than the total index. This argument also suggests the possi-
ble value of decomposition research for Comprehensive System
index scores.

Such studies are rare. One recent example is available for the
ROD, which is a composite of variables thought to be predictive
of dependent tendencies. Derived from psychoanalytic theory,
the scale involves counting the frequency of both oral refer-
ences (references to food and the mouth) and of imagery that
implies a dependent relationship. Bornstein (2007a) described
two studies in which he had examined the impact of behavioral
manipulations on performance on the ROD. In both cases, ROD
total scores varied as expected. However, when he examined
dependency and oral imagery separately, the effect was only
significant for the intuitively relevant dependency imagery. The
results highlight the potential for more valid composites that
focus on more intuitively meaningful components of Rorschach
indexes, especially if coding rules for those components are
enhanced in light of the construct-code relationship.

The Assumption of Bipolar Structure

The proposition that superficially similar Rorschach variables
can reflect several mental processes leads to an important cor-
relate, which is that the meaning of a Rorschach variable need
not be consistent across the entire range of outcomes. For ex-
ample, a protocol with fewer than the typical number of Popular
(commonly occurring) responses is interpreted as evidence of an
unconventional approach to interpreting stimuli, whereas a high
rate of Popular responses is interpreted as evidence of a person
“overly involved with the detection of cues related to socially
expected or acceptable behaviors” (Exner, 2000, pp. 184–185).
The former interpretation seems more intuitively appealing than
the latter. There are in fact at least three possible models for un-
derstanding the number of Popular response (see also Weiner,
2003, p. 111):

1. The variable may be bipolar unidimensional. That is, the two
extremes suggest opposite conclusions about the respondent.
This is the option implied by interpreting a high number of
Populars as evidence of excessive conventionality.

2. The variable may be unipolar unidimensional. This would
be the case if a low number of Populars suggests unconven-
tionality, but a high number has no interesting interpretation.

3. The variable may be unipolar bidimensional. This would be
the case if a low number of Populars suggests unconvention-

ality, whereas a high number suggests something distinct
from conventionality.

This analysis suggests the importance of considering the pos-
sible intuitive explanations for performance at each extreme of
Rorschach variables.

CONCLUSIONS

Although the IAT is not without its critics (e.g., Blanton,
Jaccard, Gonzales, & Christie, 2006), the degree of interest it has
garnered suggests there is still a good future for the performance-
based assessment of personality and psychopathology. The pur-
pose of this article was to point a direction for future work
involving the Rorschach by comparing it with the parallel class
of instruments that has emerged out of dual-process theories, of
which the IAT has served as the exemplar. Current Rorschach
practice, including but not limited to the Comprehensive Sys-
tem, still reflects the influence of both excessive faith in empiri-
cism and unverified psychoanalytic assumptions. An approach
emphasizing variables that are intuitively meaningful, and in-
formed by reasonable hypotheses about the mental activities
underlying those variables, offers an alternative with potentially
important implications for Rorschach research and clinical use.

This discussion suggests that even after 80 years, it is still
too early to evaluate the true potential of the Rorschach as an
assessment instrument. This is not the fault of the instrument
itself. The Rorschach method of data acquisition has proven to
be a projective stimulus in its own right, used in ways reflect-
ing the presuppositions and postulates of its times (a statement
that to a lesser extent can be applied to the MMPI as well: cf.
Meehl, 1945, to Weed et al., 1990). Fortunately, psychologists
have become much more knowledgeable about how to design
valid indicators and how to study automatic processes. That
knowledge should guide future development of the Rorschach.

Even if the recommendations outlined in this article are im-
plemented, it is worth noting that the Rorschach will continue
to demonstrate certain limitations that should be considered in
its use. First, it was mentioned earlier that the Rorschach is a
broadband indicator of personality, and its continued popular-
ity in part stems from this attribute. The CPT and TOVA were
designed specifically to tap into a very small set of constructs
relevant to personality and psychopathology. The IAT similarly
addresses a single pair of associations at a time, such as alcohol
positive and alcohol negative. In contrast, the ambiguous nature
of the Rorschach stimuli makes it possible for a much broader
set of personal tendencies to emerge during the testing. It is the
possibility of such breadth that makes the Rorschach interesting
to practitioners of clinical assessment in a way that the CPT or
IAT could never be. In particular, if the cost of administering an
instrument is computed in proportion to the number of variables
into which it potentially offers insight, the clinician may be jus-
tified in concluding the cost of administering the Rorschach is
justified. This can be particularly true when an assessment is
conducted with exploration rather than confirmation in mind,
for purposes of description rather than prediction.

At the same time, its fidelity for certain constructs will never
match that of more narrow-band instruments. For example, even
if a high frequency or a dramatic elaboration of Texture re-
sponses proves a valid indicator of issues with intimacy, the
proposition that an individual with intimacy issues is driven to
focus on the textural potentialities of the blot reflects unverified
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psychoanalytic assumptions. In contrast, an IAT that uses terms
reflecting intimacy versus aloofness with self-referential versus
neutral terms directly confronts the respondent with the issue
of self in relation to concepts reflecting interpersonal distance.
Although the ambiguity of the Rorschach permits a broader set
of stylistic elements to emerge than the IAT, the same ambiguity
means the pull for any one of these elements is not sufficiently
strong to assure a high likelihood of its emergence. It is im-
portant to note that the basic instructions “what might this be?”
suggests the Rorschach’s inherent pull for perceptual processes
is likely to be stronger than that for associational or extra-test
behaviors. As noted earlier, this disparity may be at least par-
tially ameliorated by greater use of prompts during the inquiry
that pull for associational processes.

A second factor compromising the Rorschach’s potential for
fidelity has to do with the assumption that stylistic responding to
the inkblots reflects the respondent’s general approach to envi-
ronmental, and particularly interpersonal, stimuli. This assump-
tion is consistent both with traditional psychoanalytic thinking,
which assumes the person is driven to express core conflicts
and defenses across stimulus situations, and some early liter-
ature touting empirically derived measurements. Berg (1957)
presented the most explicit formulation with regard to the latter.
Berg proposed that stylistic differences between normal and de-
viant populations are likely to emerge in any stimulus situation,
and so valid discriminators can be developed through strict em-
pirical selection from any class or modality of stimuli. Berg’s
speculation was subsequently refuted by several of the studies
cited earlier on direct versus indirect measurement (Goldberg &
Slovic, 1967; Norman, 1963).

More recent literature on performance-based assessment sug-
gests quite the opposite: Deviant test behavior is often specific
to the class of stimuli used. CPT scores based on visual stim-
uli do not correlate very well with attentional indicators using
other sense modalities (e.g., Borgaro et al., 2003). Similarly,
Nosek et al. (2007) reviewed studies comparing the IAT with
other types of indicators of automatic processes and found cor-
relations were quite poor, and in some cases negative. Nosek
et al. concluded the results were at least in part due to differ-
ences in the cognitive processes underlying responses to dif-
ferent types of stimuli. Although existing validational evidence
demonstrates that respondent behavior to the Rorschach gener-
alizes to other stimulus situations, the extent of stimulus speci-
ficity in Rorschach responding has simply not been adequately
considered. The limited consideration of stimulus specificity in
the Rorschach literature undoubtedly reflects the traditional em-
phasis on psychoanalytic rather than dual-process explanations
for Rorschach behavior.

It is important to note that this article is not intended to imply
that a clear conceptual correspondence between a Rorschach
variable and a construct is sufficient to ensure the validity
of the variable. As I suggested in the section on psychoana-
lytic theory, variable interpretations that seem intuitive from a
certain theoretical perspective are not necessarily so. Similarly,
the prior discussion has suggested that intuitive interpretations
are compromised to the extent that Rorschach responding is
stimulus specific. The existence of a conceptual link does not
abrogate the need for validity research, which is why research
demonstrating scores on the IAT predict important outcomes
remains essential despite the intuitive attractiveness of the in-
strument (Lane et al., 2007). Unfortunately, much of the research

on the Comprehensive System is observational in nature, com-
paring preexisting groups that potentially differ in a variety of
ways. One validity paradigm that has proven particularly use-
ful for other performance-based measures (e.g., Atkinson &
McClelland, 1948; Rudman, Dohn, & Fairchild, 2007) as well
as the Rorschach (e.g., Bornstein, 2007a) compares individu-
als responding after alternative experimental manipulations as
a means of minimizing differences between groups.

This article has only barely touched on other instruments
that rely on ambiguous stimuli. However, many of the recom-
mendations offered here are equally applicable to storytelling
techniques, figures drawings, and sentence completion tests (al-
though the latter represent a hybrid between performance-based
and self-descriptive measurement strategies). It has intention-
ally raised more questions than it has answered, in that the goal
was to initiate a discussion about the future direction for the
Rorschach. Despite Exner’s (2002) groundbreaking efforts in
terms of putting the instrument on a firmer scientific basis, the
Rorschach is still embedded within a set of presuppositions for
which research has suggested better alternatives. Applying sci-
ence on optimal scale development and on the measurement of
mental processes, and lessons learned about performance-based
personality assessment using instruments such as the IAT, offers
the potential for improving Rorschach science and practice and
for reinvigorating the image of this most intriguing instrument
within scientific circles.
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