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ABSTRACT
The current study evaluated the validity of Rorschach variables in assessing interpersonal competence in children. Participants were three groups of 4th-5th- and 6th-grade children identified by a peer nomination measure: 24 popular children, 9 rejected, aggressive children, and 20 rejected, non-aggressive children. ANOVAs, chi-square analyses, and
Fisher’s Exact Test were used to analyze data for validity indices, human representational responses, and other Rorschach variables relevant to social competence [1]. There were no significant differences between popular children and
the two peer-rejected groups of children for Rorschach variables related to prosocial skills (Good Human Representation and Cooperative responses). In contrast, group differences did provide some support for Rorschach variables related to deficits in interpersonal competence (Poor Human Representation and Aggressive responses; D scores). Until
more validity research is conducted, examiners should be cautious when drawing conclusions about social competence
on the basis of children’s Rorschach responses.
Keywords: Children’s Social Competence, Peer Rejection, Popular Children, Rorschach Inkblot Test, Peer Nomination

1. Introduction
The Rorschach Inkblot Test is a popular, but controversial assessment instrument. Despite the effort of Exner [1]
and other Rorschach researchers to provide a solid empirical basis for the Rorschach, it has been frequently
criticized for having limited construct and criterion validity (e.g., [2]). Some psychologists have suggested a
suspension in the use of the Rorschach test in psychological assessment of children and adults, but it continues
to be “one of the most used and researched tests in clinical psychology” [3], and new features continue to be
added to Exner’s Comprehensive System (CS). For example, Human Representational Variables have been
added and promoted as useful in evaluating social competence and the quality of an individual’s interpersonal
relationships [1].
The Human Representational Variables have been
primarily based on the work of Viglione (e.g., [4,5]).
That research was conducted exclusively with adults. In
Copyright © 2010 SciRes.

fact, the majority of validation studies supporting the
interpretation of scores in the Interpersonal Perception
and Behavior Cluster of Exner’s CS have been conducted
with participants who were 18 years old or older [1]. The
current study is the first to examine the validity for the
two Human Representational Variables—Good Human
Representation (GHR) and Poor Human Representation
(PHR)—among children. Another goal of the current
study was to examine the validity of several other Rorschach CS variables related to interpersonal functioning
in children.
The Human Representational Variables were first examined in research on the Ego Impairment Index conducted by Perry et al., [5], Perry and Viglione [6]. Perry
and Viglione [6] developed the Human Experience
Variable (HEV), which was derived by subtracting the
standardized sum of good human experience responses
(GHR) from the standardized sum of poor human experience responses (PHR). The authors conceptualized
the GHR and PHR scores as representing how a person
PSYCH
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perceives his or her interactions with others, but the initial studies did not directly test that assumption. To address this limitation, Burns and Viglione [4] conducted a
validation study to determine if the HEV was associated
with “the quality of an individual’s interpersonal relationships” (p. 92). Adult non-patient women were divided into two groups depending on whether they were
high or low in the quality of their interpersonal relationships, based on measures of attitudes toward others and
actual interpersonal behaviors as rated by each woman
and her spouse. Results suggested that the GHR, PHR,
and HEV were significantly related to which group (high
or low interpersonal relationship quality) a woman belonged to. Burns and Viglione [4] also conducted goodness-of-fit tests and found that the GHR, PHR, and HEV
scores were better at differentiating the two groups than
the other variables they examined (e.g., specific Rorschach scores and demographic variables), indicating that
GHR and PHR were related in a “practically meaningful”
way (p. 97) to the quality of a woman’s interpersonal
relationships.
Despite the apparent support for the validity of the
HEV offered by the Burns and Viglione [4] study, it was
criticized in several different ways by Wood, Nezworski,
Stejskal, Garven, & West [7]. They questioned the validity of the measure of interpersonal relationship quality,
they pointed out limitations in excluding participants
from the study if they scored in the middle range of interpersonal relationship quality, and they suggested that
some statistical techniques were used in an inappropriate
way by Burns and Viglione [4]. For example, one specific criticism made by Wood et al. [7] was that Burns
and Viglione [4] had combined self-report questionnaires
that measure different constructs to establish a score of
interpersonal relatedness, creating a variable that was
“nearly impossible to interpret” (p. 118). Wood et al. [7]
re-examined the data published by Burns and Viglione [4]
and determined that the results did not support the authors’ hypothesis that the HEV is a useful predictor of
human relationship quality.
Even though the Burns and Viglione [4] study had
been criticized in several ways by Wood et al. [7], Exner
[8] introduced the GHR and PHR variables into the CS.
GHRs are human content responses that are conventional
(P) or have appropriate form quality (+, o, or u) and lack
aggressive content or any cognitive special scores (except DV). In contrast, PHRs are human content responses
that have poor form quality (– or no form), aggressive
content, or special scores (such as FABCOM or MOR).
Exner [8] changed the calculation of the HEV variable,
eliminating the weighting of the raw scores. Exner [1]
believed that the GHR and PHR scores provide information about interpersonal effectiveness and are best interCopyright © 2010 SciRes.

preted in terms of their relationship to each other, rather
than as a raw score difference. In addition, he suggested
that the scores are best interpreted if a participant has at
least three human representational responses in his or her
protocol. With regard to interpretation, Exner ([1], p.
511) explained that when individuals have several GHR
responses in their protocol, it is likely that they are “well
regarded by others and their interpersonal activities tend
to be relatively free of chaos.” According to Exner ([1]
p. 511), people who give multiple responses coded PHR
tend to have “patterns of interpersonal behavior that are
ineffective or maladaptive” and “interpersonal histories
that are marked by conflict and/or failure.” If an individual gives relatively more GHR responses than PHR responses, Exner ([1], p. 512) stated, “It can be assumed
that the individual generally engages in forms of interpersonal behaviors that are likely to be adaptive for the
situation.” On the other hand, Exner ([1], p. 512) said
that an individual who gives more PHR responses than
GHR responses “is prone to engage in forms of interpersonal behaviors that are likely to be less adaptive for the
situation than might be desirable.” These claims were
stated as being true for all participants, children as well
as adults. However, no evidence has been offered to
support the use of the GHR and PHR scores with children.
The current study directly addressed this limitation by
examining the relationship between social competence,
as measured by sociometric status in a sample of nonclinical, elementary school-aged children, and the Human Representational Variables, GHR and PHR, in the
Rorschach CS. Children in three social status groups, as
determined by peer nomination, were studied: popular
children; rejected, aggressive children; and rejected,
non-aggressive children. If the GHR and PHR scores of
the children in this study are found to be related to their
membership in the three social status groups, some initial
support for the validity of the Human Representational
Variables will be established.
The current study was designed to address several
specific criticisms of the Burns and Viglione [4] study
that had been made by Wood et al. [7]. The groups were
determined using a well-established means of predicting
children’s social adjustment [9]. Extensive research has
shown that sociometric status, especially peer rejection,
relates to the quality of children’s behaviors, communication, and experience in their interactions with others
(for a review of this research, see [10]). The three groups
used in the current study were selected to accentuate reliable differences in social competence: children identified as popular by their peers, children who are rejected
by their peers and are also aggressive, and children who
are rejected by their peers but are not aggressive. ChilPSYCH
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dren in the popular group are those who are not aggressive, who receive a high number of positive nominations
and a small number of negative nominations from their
peers in the classroom, and who are typically perceived
as social leaders by their peers [11]. Children in the rejected group are those who receive a small number of
positive nominations and a large number of negative
nominations from their classroom peers. The rejected
group in this study was subdivided into aggressive and
non-aggressive subtypes based on research that shows
that these two subgroups differ in the reasons for their
rejection [12,13].

2. Method
2.1. Participants
Before beginning any data collection, this study was approved by the institutional review boards of Texas Tech
University and the Lubbock Independent School District
(LISD). A peer nomination measure, adapted from the
Peer Assessment of Relational Aggression and Other
Aspects of Social Adjustment [9], was administered in
3rd-, 4th- and 5th-grade classrooms during the Spring term
in nine elementary schools within LISD. Children were
asked which classmates they liked to play with the most
and the least, and this information was used to identify
children who were popular or rejected by their peers [14].
Other items asked about overt and relational aggression.
Children whose scores for either type of aggression were
greater than one standard deviation above the mean were
considered aggressive, and all other children were considered non-aggressive [9].
The only children invited to participate further in this
study were those who fit into three social status groups: 1)
popular and non-aggressive, 2) rejected and non-aggressive, or 3) rejected and aggressive. Consent forms were
sent to the parents or guardians of 247 children. Signed
consent forms were returned for 72 popular children, 22
rejected, non-aggressive children, and 12 rejected, aggressive children. Of these potential participants, data
were gathered from 56 children during the Fall term following the Spring administration of the peer nomination
measure. However, data for three participants were deleted because of their unusually high scores for lambda
(explained below), leaving 53 children as participants in
this study (24 popular, 20 rejected, non-aggressive, and 9
rejected, aggressive; 26 girls and 27 boys; 1 4th-grader,
30 5th-graders, and 22 6th graders). The first author attempted to collect data from all children in the two rejected groups, but five of them were unavailable or unwilling to participate. The ethnicity of the participants
was 47 Caucasian children (88.7%), 3 Hispanic children
(7.5%), and 3 Asian children (3.8%). Among the three
Copyright © 2010 SciRes.
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peer social status groups, there were no significant differences in the proportions of Caucasian and minority
children, p = 0.99 (Fisher Exact Probability Test), or of
boys and girls, 2 (2, N = 53) = 1.65, p > 0.05.

2.2. Procedure
After parents mailed signed consent forms back to the
first author, they were contacted to arrange a time for
their children to complete the Rorschach Inkblot Test.
Most children were tested at their school at the end of the
school day, but one popular child and three rejected, aggressive children were tested at their homes. Children
who completed the Rorschach were paid five dollars for
their participation.
The Rorschach was administered to the children by the
first author and three other graduate students who had
completed a course on the administration and scoring of
the Rorschach using Exner’s Comprehensive System [1].
Beforehand, the four examiners had practiced administering the Rorschach and scoring responses with children
similar to the participants. The first and the second authors had also worked together in scoring the Rorschach
records for several children who were not participants in
this study, and they had discussed those instances when
their scoring differed. The Rorschach responses of the
participants in this study were transcribed verbatim, and
all responses were scored by the first author, using the
standard Exner [15] rules.
To adequately assess interrater reliability, Weiner [16]
suggested that two or more examiners should each score
at least 20 protocols in a study to monitor scoring reliability. That procedure was used in the current study. The
second author randomly selected the Rorschach protocols
for 20 children (10 popular, 5 rejected, non-aggressive,
and 5 rejected, aggressive) and independently scored
each variable that was examined in this study.

2.3. Measures
The Peer Assessment of Relational Aggression and Other
Aspects of Social Adjustment [9]. The 20-item, paper-and-pencil peer nomination measure used in this
study was based on the procedures recommended by
Pope, Bierman, and Mumma [17] and by Crick and Grotpeter [9]. The 12-month test-retest reliability of this
measure ranges from 0.55 to 0.70 [18]. The internal consistency of the subscales that measure relational and
overt aggression is good (Cronbach’s  > 0.80; [9]).
The Rorschach Inkblot Test [1]. The average interrater
reliability of the Rorschach variables in Exner’s (2003)
Comprehensive System is excellent ( = 0.90; [19]). Interrater reliability for most Rorschach variables in the
current study was calculated using intraclass correlation
[20], and the data were centred in computing those intraPSYCH
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class correlations [21]. All of those correlations indicated
“outstanding” agreement. The lowest intraclass correlation was 0.86 for Adjusted D, and the highest intraclass
correlation was 1.00 for S, indicating perfect agreement
between the two raters in scoring white space responses.
Percent agreement was used to assess interrater agreement instead of intraclass correlation for five Rorschach variables with low frequencies of occurrence (AG,
COP, Pure C, Fd, and T). There was perfect agreement
between the first and the second authors in the scoring of
food and texture responses, and their agreement for the
other three variables was either 95% (aggressive movement responses) or 90% (cooperative responses and pure
color responses). When the independent scoring of the
two raters differed for a Rorschach response in the 20
protocols they both scored, they discussed the scoring
and reached a consensus. The consensus scoring was
used in the remaining data analyses.

3. Results
Preliminary analyses were conducted to assess whether
the children who were participants in this study had valid
Rorschach results by providing enough responses and by
avoiding giving responses that merely dealt with the
form of the inkblots. After that, differences among the
three groups (popular children; rejected, aggressive children; and rejected, non-aggressive children) were examined for GHR and PHR responses and for other Rorschach variables that assess interpersonal perception and
behavior, such as aggressive and cooperative responses.
For these variables, the means for the three groups were
compared with analyses of variance (ANOVAs), and
Tukey’s HSD (Honestly Significant Difference) method
was used for post-hoc comparisons when the ANOVA
indicated that the means of the three groups differed significantly [22]. Table 1 presents the means and standard
deviations for variables evaluated with ANOVAs and
Tukey HSD tests.
Comparisons were also made with chi-square analyses
of the number of children in each of the three groups who
obtained Rorschach scores that are believed to provide
important information about social competence [1]. Table 2 presents the frequencies and percentages for those
categorical Rorschach variables that were evaluated with
either chi-square analyses or the Fisher Exact Probability
Test, which was used when expected cell frequencies
were too low for chi-square analyses to be performed
[23].

3.1. Validity Indices
Number of Rorschach responses (R). There was a significant difference in the number of responses (R) given
by children in the three groups, F (2, 50) = 3.38, p < 0.05.
Copyright © 2010 SciRes.

Post-hoc comparisons with the Tukey HSD test indicated
that rejected, aggressive children gave significantly more
responses (M = 23.89) than rejected, non-aggressive
children (M = 17.60), but that the number of responses
given by children in those two groups did not differ significantly from the number of responses given by popular
children (M = 20.42). Because of the significant difference in R among the children in the three groups, it was
used as a covariate when significant differences were
found among the three groups for other variables.
Lambda. Lambda is the proportion of an individual’s
Rorschach responses that are pure F responses. According to Exner [1], children may obtain high Lambda
(Lambda > 1.5) due to a “tactic of avoidance or simplification” aimed at helping them “deal with a more easily
managed world.” The authors decided to include any
child’s data if Lambda did not exceed 4.0. That decision
led us to exclude the data for three popular children with
extremely high Lambda (9.0, 17.0, and 33.0).
After data for those three children had been excluded,
Lambda did not differ significantly for popular children
(M = 1.39), rejected, aggressive children (M = 1.09), and
rejected, non-aggressive children (M = 1.12), F (2, 50) =
0.50, p > 0.05. The number of children with high (> 1.5)
Lambda did not differ significantly for popular children
(29.2%), rejected, aggressive children (22.2%), and rejected, non-aggressive children (20.0%), χ2 (2, N = 53) =
0.53, p > 0.05.
Human Representational Responses (GHR and PHR)
The GHR scores for popular children (M = 2.79), rejected, aggressive children (M = 2.11), and rejected,
non-aggressive children (M = 1.85) did not differ significantly, F (2, 50) = 1.55, p > 0.05. In contrast, PHR
scores differed significantly for children in the three
groups, F (2, 50) = 4.17, p < 0.05. Tukey HSD comparisons indicated that children in the rejected, aggressive
group (M = 5.22) produced significantly more PHR responses than children in the rejected, non-aggressive
group (M = 1.95), but that the PHR scores of children in
the popular group (M = 3.00) did not differ significantly
from the scores of children in the other two groups.
When this analysis was repeated with R as a covariate,
PHR scores were no longer significantly different for
children in the three groups, F (2, 49) = 1.37, p > 0.05.
According to Exner [1], adaptive interpersonal behavior is indicated when the number of human representational responses is three or greater and GHR is greater
than PHR. On the other hand, when the number of human representational responses is three or greater and
PHR is equal to or greater than GHR, it is likely that the
person engages in less effective interpersonal behavior.
For the 43 participants with at least three human representational responses, there was no significant difference
PSYCH
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Table 1. Means and standard deviations for the Rorschach variables that were evaluated by ANOVAs
Group
Rorschach
Variable

Popular (n = 24)

Rejected
Aggressive (n = 9)

M

SD

M

20.42a,b

6.60

23.89a

1.39

1.05

1.09

Rejected
Non-aggressive (n = 20)

ANOVA

M

SD

F

ω2

9.19

17.60b

3.33

3.38*

0.08

0.91

1.12

1.03

0.50

<0.01

SD

Validity indices
R
Lambda

Good Human Representation (GHR) and Poor Human Representation (PHR) responses
GHR

2.79

1.93

2.11

1.90

1.85

1.60

1.55

0.02

PHR

3.00a,b

3.15

5.22b

3.46

1.95a

1.99

4.17*

0.11

Other variables related to interpersonal perception and behavior
AG

0.21a

0.51

0.78b

0.97

0.20a

0.41

3.67*

0.09

COP

0.54

0.93

0.67

1.00

0.50

0.69

0.12

<0.01

CDI

3.54

1.06

3.33

1.50

3.60

1.23

0.15

<0.01

Active-Passive

2.29

2.78

4.56

4.69

2.20

2.93

1.92

0.03

Human Contents

5.38

3.76

6.67

4.24

3.50

2.37

3.15

0.08

Pure H

1.92

2.19

1.44

1.01

1.55

1.43

0.35

<0.01

Percent Pure H

29.92

29.78

21.07

16.56

36.93

30.82

1.00

<0.01

Isolation index

0.17

0.13

0.26

0.16

0.27

0.18

2.26

0.05

S

3.62

2.39

5.00

4.03

3.00

1.57

2.02

0.04

Egocentricity

0.33

0.20

0.33

0.12

0.39

0.19

0.68

<0.01

FC

2.08

1.50

1.33

1.23

1.90

1.52

0.86

0.01

CF + C

0.92

1.41

2.00

1.23

1.20

1.36

2.07

0.04

(CF + C) – FC

–1.17

2.28

0.67

2.12

–0.70

2.05

2.34

0.05

D

–0.25a

1.15

–1.89b

1.83

–0.80a

1.11

5.50**

0.15

0.08

1.06

–0.56

1.42

–0.30

0.80

1.48

0.02

Adj D

Note. Means with common subscripts were not significantly different ( = 0.05) when calculated with the Tukey HSD procedure. df = 2, 50 for all ANOVAs.
ω2 is the proportion of the variability in scores produced by differences among the groups [24]; *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01.

in the proportions of participants in the three groups that
had GHR greater than PHR, 2 (2, N = 43) = 1.81, p >
0.05, even though rejected, aggressive children (22.2%)
were much less likely than popular children (47.6%) and
rejected, non-aggressive children (46.2%) to have GHR
greater than PHR.

3.2. Other Variables Assessing Interpersonal
Perception and Behavior
Aggressive (AG) Movement and Cooperative (COP)
Movement responses. According to Exner [1], aggressive
responses (AG) indicate that an individual expects that
Copyright © 2010 SciRes.

interactions with others will include aggressive or competitive behavior whereas cooperative responses (COP)
indicate that an individual’s interpersonal interactions
will be positive. Children in the three groups differed
significantly in the number of AG responses they produced, F (2, 50) = 3.67, p < 0.05. This difference remained statistically significant when the analysis was
repeated with R as a covariate, F (2, 49) = 4.42, p < 0.05.
Tukey HSD comparisons indicated that children in the
rejected, aggressive group (M = 0.78) produced significantly more AG responses than children in the popular
group (M = 0.21) and children in the rejected, nonaggresPSYCH
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Table 2. Frequencies and percentages for the Rorschach variables that were evaluated with chi-square analyses or the Fisher
Exact Test
Rorschach measures
related to social competence

Group
Popular (n = 24)

Rejected
Aggressive (n = 9)

Rejected
Non-aggressive (n = 20)

f

%

f

%

f

%

χ2

Lambda > 1.5

7

29.2

2

22.2

4

20.0

53

GHR + PHR ≥ 3,
GHR > PHR1

10

47.6

2

22.2

6

46.2

1.81

AG

4

16.7

5

55.6

4

20.0

5.70

COP

9

37.5

4

44.4

8

40.0

0.13

COP = 0, AG ≤ 1

14

58.3

5

55.6

12

60.0

0.05

COP = 1 or 2, AG ≤
1

8

33.3

2

22.2

8

40.0

0.88

CDI = 4 or 5

15

62.5

6

66.7

13

65.0

0.06

p>a

4

16.7

2

22.2

2

10.0

0.81

a + p > 4; a > 2p

9

37.5

5

55.6

9

45.0

0.90

a + p > 4; a > 3p

7

29.2

4

44.4

6

30.0

0.77

Food responses

4

16.7

4

44.4

6

30.0

2.81

Food responses = 2

0

0

0

0

3

15.0

Pure H > ½ Human
Content

5

20.8

0

0

5

25.0

2.64

Isolation index ≥ 0.26

5

20.8

4

44.4

10

50.0

4.38

3

12.5

0

0

2

10.0

10

41.7

5

55.6

8

40.0

20

83.3

8

88.9

14

70.0

9

37.5

4

44.4

8

40.0

1

4.2

4

44.4

1

5.0

S = 3, S ≥ 1 after
Card II
S ≥ 4, S ≥ 1 after
Card III
Egocentricity index <
0.46
(CF + C) – FC ≤ 2, C
≤1
Adj D – D > 1

Fisher

p = 0.049*

p = 0.84
0.67
p = 0.49
0.13
p = 0.007**
1

Note. Percentages are computed within each of the three groups. df = 2 for all analyses. Fisher = the Fisher Exact Probability Test, N = 53 for all analyses
except that N = 42 for this variable. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01.

sive group (M = 0.20).
Most children (75.5%) gave no AG responses. Differences among the three groups in the proportion of children who gave AG responses approached statistical significance, 2 (2, N = 53) = 5.70, p = 0.058. Popular children (16.7%) and rejected, non-aggressive children
(20.0%) were less likely to produce AG responses than
rejected, aggressive children (55.6%).
Most children (60.4%) gave no COP responses. The
proportions of children who gave COP responses did not
differ significantly among the three groups (37.5% of
popular children, 44.4% of rejected, aggressive children,
and 40.0% of rejected, non-aggressive children), 2 (2, N
= 53) = 0.13, p > 0.05. Similarly, the COP scores for
popular children (M = 0.54), rejected, aggressive chil-

Copyright © 2010 SciRes.

dren (M = 0.67), and rejected, non-aggressive children
(M = 0.50), did not differ significantly, F (2, 50) = 0.12,
p > 0.05.
Exner [1] described six different patterns for the relationship between an individual’s AG and COP responses.
Only two of these patterns were common for children in
this study. One of these patterns occurs when the COP
score is zero and the AG score is 0 or 1. This pattern indicates that these individuals rarely take an active role in
interpersonal situations because they do not expect positive interactions with others. Most children (58.5%) in
this study had AG and COP responses that fit this pattern.
The proportion of children who fit this pattern did not
differ significantly for popular children (58.3%), rejected,
aggressive children (55.6%), and rejected, non-aggres-
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sive children (60.0%), 2 (2, N = 53) = 0.05, p > 0.05.
The responses of many children in this study (34.0%)
fit another pattern described by Exner [1] that occurs
when the COP score is 1 or 2 and the AG score is 0 or 1.
Individuals with this pattern are interested in participating in interpersonal situations because they expect positive interactions with others. The proportion of children
who fit this pattern did not differ significantly for popular
children (33.3%), rejected, aggressive children (22.2%),
and rejected, non-aggressive children (40.0%), 2 (2, N =
53) = 0.88, p > 0.05.
Coping Deficit Index (CDI). The CDI scores for popular children (M = 3.54), rejected, aggressive children (M
= 3.33), and rejected, non-aggressive children (M = 3.60),
did not differ significantly, F (2, 50) = 0.15, p > 0.05.
CDI scores of 4 or 5 indicate that “close, mature relations
with others will be difficult to create and/or maintain”
because of “social immaturity or ineptness” [1]. The proportion of participants whose CDI scores were 4 or 5 did
not differ significantly for popular children (62.5%), rejected, aggressive children (66.7%), and rejected,
non-aggressive children (65.0%), 2 (2, N = 53) = 0.06, p
> 0.05.
Active-Passive Ratio (a:p). The Active-Passive (Active
minus Passive) scores for popular children (M = 2.29),
rejected, aggressive children (M = 4.56), and rejected,
non-aggressive children (M = 2.20), did not differ significantly, F (2, 50) = 1.92, p > 0.05. The proportions of
participants with passive greater than active, which according to Exner [1] indicates “a passive interpersonal
style,” did not differ significantly for popular children
(16.7%), rejected, aggressive children (22.2%), and rejected, non-aggressive children (10.0%), 2 (2, N = 53) =
0.81, p > 0.05. Only five children had passive greater
than active by 2 or more (two popular, one rejected, aggressive, and two rejected non-aggressive children).
According to Exner [1], when the sum of the values in
the a:p ratio exceeds 4 and the value on one side is more
than 3 times the value on the other side, these values indicate that the person has well-fixed ideational sets. Exner [1] also stated that a person may have fixed ideational sets when the sum of the values in the a:p ratio
exceeds 4 and the value on one side is more than 2 times
the value on the other side. Only two participants (one
popular and one rejected, non-aggressive) met both of
these criteria for having a bias toward passive responses.
In contrast, participants frequently met the criteria for
having a bias toward active responses (2 times: 43.4%; 3
times: 32.1%), but the proportions of children who met
the criteria did not differ significantly for the three
groups (2 times: 2 (2, N = 53) = 0.90, p > 0.05; 3 times:
2 (2, N = 53) = 0.77, p > 0.05).
Food responses (Fd). According to Exner [1], food
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responses are an indication of dependency, and children
with two or more food responses are likely to show
“many more dependency behaviors” than would be expected and to be characteristically “passive-dependent.”
Most participants had no food responses (73.6%), and
the proportion of participants who had food responses
did not differ significantly for popular children (16.7%),
rejected, aggressive children (44.4%), and rejected,
non-aggressive children (30.0%), 2 (2, N = 53) = 2.81,
p > 0.05. According to Exner (2003, p. 493), a child
with a Fd score greater than 1 is “inclined to rely on
others” and to be “naïve” about relating to others. Three
participants each had two food responses, and all three
of them were rejected, non-aggressive children. Even
though the rate of having two food responses was low
among rejected, non-aggressive children (15%), Fisher’s
exact probability test indicated that it was significantly
(p = 0.049) greater than the rate among the other two
groups (0%).
Texture responses (Sum T). Most participants had no
texture responses (92.5%), and the ones who did (two
popular and two rejected, aggressive children) each had
one texture response. Exner [1] suggests that the absence
of texture responses indicates caution about creating or
maintaining close emotional ties with others. However,
he also suggests that the absence of texture responses
may not lead to valid interpretations when there are no
grey-black (C') or shading responses (Y). Among those
participants with no texture responses, most (87.8%; 43
of 49) had C′ or Y responses.
Sum Human Contents and Pure H. According to Exner
[1], the total number of Rorschach responses with human
content is an indication of a person’s interest in other
people. Those responses can be either people (Pure H), or
they can be fictional or mythological figures, such as
witches and cartoon characters. Differences in the Human Contents scores for popular children (M = 5.38),
rejected, aggressive children (M = 6.67), and rejected,
non-aggressive children (M = 3.50), approached statistical significance, F (2, 50) = 3.15, p = 0.051. The Pure H
scores for popular children (M = 1.92), rejected, aggressive children (M = 1.44), and rejected, non-aggressive
children (M = 1.55) did not differ significantly, F (2, 50)
= 0.35, p > 0.05, and the proportion of Human Contents
responses that were Pure H responses did not differ for
the three groups (29.9% for popular children, 21.1% for
rejected, aggressive children, and 36.9% for rejected,
non-aggressive children), F (2, 50) = 1.00, p > 0.05.
According to Exner [1], when “the value of Pure H
constitutes more than half of the sum” of human contents,
the individual has a normal level of interest in other people and thinks about them in a realistic manner. Some
popular children (20.8%) and rejected, non-aggressive
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children (25.0%) had Pure H greater than half of their
Human Content responses, but none of the rejected, aggressive children showed this pattern. However, these
differences were not statistically significant, 2 (2, N =
53) = 2.64, p > 0.05.
Isolation Index. The Isolation Index scores for popular
children (M = 0.17), rejected, aggressive children (M =
0.26), and rejected, non-aggressive children (M = 0.27),
did not differ significantly, F (2, 50) = 2.26, p > 0.05.
According to Exner [1], when the Isolation Index is 0.26
or greater, “it indicates that the person tends to be less
active in social interaction than might be expected,” and
as this index increases it is more and more likely that the
person is “socially isolated.” The proportions of children
who had Isolation Index scores greater than 0.26 did not
differ significantly for the three groups (20.8% for popular children, 44.4% for rejected, aggressive children, and
50.0% for rejected, non-aggressive children), 2 (2, N =
53) = 4.38, p > 0.05.
White space (S) responses. The number of S responses given by popular children (M = 3.62), rejected,
aggressive children (M = 5.00), and rejected, non-aggressive children (M = 3.00), did not differ significantly,
F (2, 50) = 2.02, p > 0.05. According to Exner [1],
when there are three S responses and at least one of
them occurs after Card II, the person is more “negativistic or oppositional” than most others. Only five participants (three popular and two rejected, non-aggressive children) fit that pattern (p = 0.84; Fisher Exact
Probability Test). According to Exner [1], “the presence
of considerable anger” is indicated when there are at
least four S responses and one or more of them occur
after Card III. The proportions of children who fit this
pattern did not differ significantly for the three groups
(41.7% for popular children, 55.6% for rejected, aggressive children, and 40.0% for rejected, non-aggressive children), 2 (2, N = 53) = 0.67, p > 0.05.
Egocentricity Index. The Egocentricity Index scores
for popular children (M = 0.33), rejected, aggressive
children (M = 0.33), and rejected, non-aggressive children (M = 0.39), did not differ significantly, F (2, 50) =
0.68, p > 0.05. According to Exner [1], a below average
Egocentricity Index (< 0.46) indicates that the person has
low self-esteem. Most of the participants in this study
(79.2%) had an Egocentricity Index that was below average, but the proportions of children with a below average Egocentricity Index did not differ significantly for
the three groups (83.3% for popular children, 88.9% for
rejected, aggressive children, and 70.0% for rejected,
non-aggressive children), p = 0.49 (Fisher Exact Probability Test).
Chromatic color responses (FC, CF, and C). The number of FC responses (“those based primarily on form but
Copyright © 2010 SciRes.

also involving color,” Exner, [1]) given by popular children (M = 2.08), rejected, aggressive children (M = 1.33),
and rejected, non-aggressive children (M = 1.90), did not
differ significantly, F (2, 50) = 0.86, p > 0.05. The number
of CF and C responses (those based “primarily” or “exclusively” on color) also did not differ significantly for the
three groups (Ms = 0.92 for popular children, 2.00 for rejected, aggressive children, and 1.20 for rejected,
non-aggressive children), F (2, 50) = 2.07, p > 0.05. Furthermore, the number of CF and C responses minus the
number of FC responses did not differ significantly for the
three groups (Ms = –1.17 for popular children, 0.67 for
rejected, aggressive children, and –0.70 for rejected,
non-aggressive children), F (2, 50) = 2.34, p > 0.05.
Exner [1] described four patterns of chromatic color
responses that he said are common for children, but only
one of them was common for participants in this study.
That pattern, which occurs when the sum of CF and C
responses minus FC responses is 0, 1, or 2, and the number of C responses is 0 or 1, indicates that the person is
likely to have “intense” expressions of emotion that may
be “inappropriate for the circumstances” [1]. Although
more aggressive, rejected children fit this pattern (44.4%)
than popular (37.5%) or rejected, non-aggressive (40.0%)
children, these differences were not statistically significant, 2 (2, N = 53) = 0.13, p > 0.05.
Indices related to stress tolerance (D and Adjusted D
scores). D scores differed significantly for children in the
three groups, F (2, 50) = 5.50, p < 0.01, and this difference remained statistically significant when the analysis
was repeated with R as a covariate, F (2, 49) = 6.23, p <
0.01. Tukey HSD comparisons indicated that children in
the rejected, aggressive group (M = –1.89) had significantly lower D scores than children in the popular group
(M = –0.25), or children in the rejected, non-aggressive
group (M = –0.80), but that the D scores of the later two
groups did not differ significantly.
According to Exner [1], the difference between the D
and Adjusted D scores (Adj D – D) provides a “preliminary estimate regarding the magnitude of stress.” In contrast to the significant group difference in D scores, the
Adj D scores of popular children (M = 0.08), rejected,
aggressive children (M = –0.56), and rejected, non-aggressive children (M = –0.30), did not differ significantly,
F (2, 50) = 1.48, p > 0.05. When an individual’s D score
is more than 1 point less than that individual’s Adj D
scores, it “usually indicates” that there is “substantial”
stress that “typically creates considerable interference”
with the individual’s thinking or behavior [1]. That pattern was significantly more likely to occur for rejected,
aggressive children (44.4%) than for popular children
(4.2%) or rejected, non-aggressive children (5.0%), p =
0.007 (Fisher Exact Probability Test).
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4. Discussion
The current study examined the criterion validity of Rorschach CS variables reported to assess interpersonal
competence in children [1,25]. Three highly distinct and
relatively stable groups who differed in social competence were identified: popular children, rejected and aggressive children, and rejected children who were nonaggressive. Furthermore, in designing this study, we attempted to address some of the methodological criticisms
of previous research supporting the use of the Rorschach
to assess the quality of interpersonal relationships. In contrast to the findings of Viglione [4,5] and Exner [1] that
support the use Human Representational Response variables as measures of interpersonal effectiveness among
adults, little support was found in the current study for
the effectiveness of these variables in school-age children.
We examined GHR and PHR separately, as well as their
relationship when three or more Human Representational
responses were given (the number of responses identified
as critical for meaningful interpretation by Exner, [1]),
and only the tendency of rejected, aggressive children to
give a greater number of PHR responses than rejected,
non-aggressive children was statistically significant.
Because the current study is the first examination of
the Human Representational variables among children,
it is noteworthy that the differences between groups for
these variables were typically in the predicted direction.
Specifically, popular children tended to give more GHR
responses than either group of rejected children. Furthermore, among those children with three or more
Human Representational responses, the rejected, aggressive children tended to have PHR greater than GHR
more often than the other two groups. These findings
and the fact that rejected, aggressive children gave more
PHR responses than rejected, non-aggressive children
suggest that the Human Representational responses may
have some potential usefulness in identifying children
with distinct problems in social competence, particularly with peer aggression and low social acceptance.
However, the tendency of rejected, aggressive children
to give more PHR responses than other children was
linked to their tendency to give a greater number of
total responses.
The current study does, however, provide a strong
caution about using GHR as an indication of social competence. Only about half (47.6%) of the popular children
had GHR greater than PHR when three Human Representational responses were provided. This finding suggests that a preponderance of GHR over PHR cannot be
used as a reliable indication of high social competence in
children because some children who are socially competent will have PHR equal to or greater than GHR. While
Copyright © 2010 SciRes.
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the current results do not support the use of Human Representational responses as valid measures of social competence among children, they do suggest that these responses might provide some useful information about
negative and aggressive peer interactions.
Aggressive Movement and Cooperative Movement
responses are a second set of Rorschach variables that
have been directly related to specific social behaviors,
with Aggressive Movement having the sturdiest empirical support “indicating increased likelihood for aggressive-like behaviors” in both children and adults [1]. Consistent with the previous research literature, the current
findings revealed that the mean number of aggressive
movement responses was greater for the rejected, aggressive children than for the other two groups of children.
Thus, children identified by their peers as verbally or
physically aggressive appear to be inclined to report significantly more aggressive movement in their Rorschach
responses.
In contrast to Aggressive Movement, the support for
Cooperative Movement in the research literature is mixed
(e.g., [26]), and Exner [1] has suggested that “caution”
should be used when interpreting these responses. Our
findings provided no support for a relationship between
Cooperative Movement responses and social competence.
There was no significant relationship between this type
of response and group membership, whether Cooperative
Movement was examined alone or in conjunction with
Aggressive Movement. The validation research for Cooperative Movement is weak, and Cooperative Movement responses do not always indicate positive interpersonal attitudes and behaviors [1]. Unfortunately, this information is easy to overlook in Exner’s [1] text, as there
are numerous sample interpretations about social competence that mention Cooperative Movement. Furthermore,
there is no indication on the structural summary that the
Cooperative Movement code is of questionable validity.
Thus, an erroneous impression may be created in all but
the most diligent Rorschach examiners that Cooperative
Movement responses can be used with confidence when
interpreting a Rorschach record.
Exploratory analyses were conducted with several other
Rorschach variables in an effort to evaluate their usefulness in assessing social competence. The variables analyzed were those identified in the Comprehensive System
to have particular relevance to children’s social competence [1], and others thought to be related to the interpersonal perceptions, needs, and experiences of children
nominated by their peers as popular, rejected and aggressive, or rejected and non-aggressive (e.g., [27-29]). The
relevant variables selected from the Interpersonal Cluster
included: the Coping Deficit Index (CDI), which when
elevated is associated with “social immaturity or ineptPSYCH
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ness” [1]; Food responses (Fd), which are identified as
indicating passive and dependent behaviors; Active and
Passive Movement responses, which may be potentially
related to a child’s style in interpersonal relations; Texture responses (T), which relate to the child’s need for
close relationships; Human Contents and Pure Human (H)
responses, which are associated with a child’s interest in
and understanding of others; and the Isolation Index
which relates to level of social involvement and possible
social isolation. In addition, specific variables related to
behavioral and emotional control (D, Adj D, and Color
responses), hostility or negativism (S), and negative
self-esteem (Egocentricity Index) were examined as they
have been identified as likely areas of difficulty among
rejected, aggressive children or rejected, non-aggressive
children [30].
Given the small number of participants in this study
and the exploratory nature of many analyses, a more
stringent significance level than α = 0.05 was not used in
this study, despite the large number of statistical comparisons. Even with this lenient approach to error-rate
inflation, few analyses were significant and most accounted for negligible variance. One notable exception
was the analysis for D scores. Children rejected by peers
and considered aggressive by them had significantly
lower levels of D than the other two groups of children,
and lower D scores have been shown to indicate discomfort resulting from both longstanding and situational
stress [1,31]. Though not significant, the group differences were in the expected direction for Adj D, which
relates to a more enduring discomfort negatively impinging on behavioral control. Finally, there was evidence that a few rejected, non-aggressive children had an
unusual number of Fd responses. Exner [1] suggests that
when Fd responses, which occur infrequently, are elevated (Fd ≥ 2 for children), it indicates dependent or passive interpersonal behavior. This interpretation is consistent with past findings that rejected, non-aggressive children are often shy and anxious [32,33].
The children in this study gave Rorschach responses
that were not consistent with the expected values for
several CS variables (CDI, T, S, and the Egocentricity
Index). For the CDI, children in all three groups had high
mean values, and the majority of participants in all three
groups had a CDI of four or five. According to Exner [1],
a score in this range should indicate social immaturity
and ineptitude. Clearly, this interpretation is unlikely to
be correct for the popular children in this study. High
CDI scores among the popular children, together with the
lack of significant group differences, raise questions
about the interpretive value of this index for children.
Another variable with unexpected values was T responses. The expectation based on Rorschach CS normaCopyright © 2010 SciRes.

tive tables and on the interpretive guidelines provided by
Exner [1] is for most healthy children to provide one T
response. Nearly all children in this study (92.5%) gave
no T responses, despite the fact that most children gave
responses that were sensitive to the chromatic and shading features of the blots. The current data raise serious
concerns about the validity and interpretive utility of
some types of Rorschach responses among children.
Overall, the findings of the current study provide only
marginal support for the use of Human Representational
responses in assessing social competence among children.
The small number of participants and relatively high
Lambda among all three groups may have limited the
authors’ ability to identify differences among the three
groups. However, the current findings indicate that caution is appropriate when using the examined variables to
assess children’s social competence. This caution seems
especially needed when using GHR responses to make
positive statements about social competence. In fact, no
Rorschach variables related to prosocial skills or high
social competence were found to distinguish popular
children from children in the two peer-rejected groups. In
contrast, there was some support for the Rorschach’s
ability to identify deficits in social competence, especially for rejected, aggressive children. These children
gave significantly more PHR responses and more Aggressive Movement responses and also had significantly
higher D scores than other children. These findings provide some support for the validity of these specific variables.
Although the current findings suggest caution when
using the Rorschach CS to assess social competence in
children, the authors do not support the conclusion that
there should be a moratorium in its use. Even with a
small sample and high Lambda, the significant differences found in the current study are noteworthy. Furthermore, non-significant differences among the groups
were in the anticipated direction for several Rorschach
variables (GHR, Adj D, the Isolation Index, and color
and white space responses). Clearly, additional research
with larger and more diverse samples is needed. Until
that goal is achieved, examiners using the Rorschach CS
in clinical settings should remain cautious and modest in
their interpretations about children’s social competence
and should use the test as only one tool within a test battery, so that interpretative statements can be supported
across measures.
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