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A Comparison of TAT and NEO-FFI Personality Tests: TAT and NEO-FFI 

 Personality tests have long been used in psychology in order to determine 

particular traits in individuals and to assigning personality types for the purpose ofto 

predicting their behaviour and temperament of those individuals.  There are two main types 

of personality tests that may be administered, the projective test and the structured test, with 

many individual tests that fall under either of the two categories.  This paper will 

definediscusses the two main types of the personality tests—projective and structured— and 

examines their differences., Specifically, based on a comparison ofcompare and contrast the 

relative merits and demerits of the tThematic aApperception tTest (TAT) and the Neo F– 

Five- Factor Inventory (NEO-FFI), using positive and negative factors, as well as validity and 

reliability, this paper aims to determine which test is more which will lead to the 

recommendation of useful, valid and reliablea test based on these merits. 

Defining Personality Tests 

 Personality tests were designed to test and determine the stable and relatively 

permanent traits that are used to predict behaviour and temperament within an individual 

(Kernberg, 2016; Wiggins, 1968).   Personality can beis measured in varying ways, and the 

individual tests are made withare scored independent scoring and as such, each testly and 

may focus on particular aspects of personality (Okada & Oltmanns, 2009).     

Personality tests have undergone many changes since their introduction and have 

evolved to provide a wide array of tests that are designed for particular applications 

dependent on desired outcomes (Okada & Oltmanns, 2009).   There are two main types of 

personality tests under which many individual tests can be categorised:Personality tests 

generally fall into one of two categories, projective or anand objective or structured test.    
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Projective tests make use of ambiguous stimuli, such as words or images, in order to 

elicit a response from the individual, which. The response is then analysed for unconscious 

expression, which is believed to reveal hidden emotions and internal traits and conflicts.   The 

Rorschach Inkblot test, TAT, word association tests, and sentence completion tests are 

examples of projective personality tests (Meyer & Kurtz, 2006).    

Structured tests are designed in order to reduce ambiguity, and require the individual 

to choose a best-fit response from a list of answers provided.   These answers are then 

measured and a personality type is assigned based on the score from the answers.   The 

Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI), the California Psychological 

Inventory (CPI), and the NEO-FFI are examples of structured personality tests (Meyer & 

Kurtz, 2006). 

TAT 

  During a TAT, the testee is shown an ambiguous stimulus, a set of pictures of 

people either on their own or with others, and is asked to respond to the picture by 

macreateking a story of about what is happening in the picture. Testees are given little 

guidance and have few constraints imposed on them during this process. It is thought that in 

creating  through the story the testee will project elements of their personality through 

internal explored activity (Meyer & Kurtz, 2006; Serfass & Sherman, 2013).    

The TAT works on the basis that differences in perception are associated with 

personality and can indicate traits such as positive or negative outlooks on life (Serfass & 

Shermann, 2013).   While the TAT seems to be the preferred projective test within clinical 

use, there is debate regarding theits validity of the testhas been debated (Alvarado, 1994).   

The scoring system for the TAT isIt has a time- consuming and, complex processscoring 

system, and the tester must be aware of social and cultural differences that may present 

themselves.   As suchTherefore, the TAT is generally used in conjunction with other 



A COMPARISON OF PERSONALITY TESTS 4 

methods.   A clinician who already has access to a history of information regarding thea 

client’s history and is able to understand that particular client’s emotional responses would be 

more likely to use this test.   As suchThus, the validity of the test would depend on the 

clinician’s ability to interpret these responses (Alvarado, 1994).    

 As stated previously, Tthe scoring system for the TAT is lengthy and complex 

because t.  The tester must record detailsthings such as time between the testee being shown 

the picture and their response of the testee; if the response is hysteric, depressive, or excited; 

how often the testee used personal pronouns; and if the testee was confident or uncertain in 

their answers.   All of these responses are then compared to normative answers for the cards 

in order to check for normal or abnormal responses (Haward, 1964).   One of the reasons that 

TAT findings are often debated is thatbecause the TAT is considered to compare observable 

behaviours between two groups and therefore is therefore unable to reliably predict behaviour 

(Alvarado, 1994).   However, Serfass and Sherman (2013) believe argued that the distinct 

perceptions in social situations are recurring within the individuals and are therefore a stable 

trait and able tothat can be related to personality constructs. 

 Additional debate regarding the TAT findings is that there is little reliability of 

test-retest scores when they are recordedtend to be inconsistent.   It has been suggested that 

this is due tobecause one of the few instructions given prior to the test, which is to ‘be 

creative’ (Lundy, 1985).   The very nature of the test means that it is unlikely that a client will 

respond with the same answers given on a previous test;, indeed, Serfass and Sherman (2013) 

found in their study that participants in their study reliably rated the same stimuli differently. 

NEO-FFI 

 ByIn contrast to the projective TAT test, the NEO-FFI is a structured test 

based on the fFive- fFactor mModel (FFM) and uses a five- point Likert scale to measure 

responses, with answers ranging from ‘very like me’ to ‘not at all like me’ (McCrae & Costa 
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Jnr, 2004).   The NEO-FFI is the most commonly used structured personality test across 

different ages and cultures within psychology (Spence, Owens, & Goodyer, 2012).   In the 

FFM, tThe traits of Conscientiousness, Openness to experience (Openness), Agreeableness, 

Neuroticism, and Extraversion are measured using a set of 60 questions, 12 questions for 

each trait, that which indicate markers that respond to markers of the same traits (McCrae & 

Costa Jnr, 2004; Watson, Deary & Austin, 2007). Generally, these traits have a normal 

distribution within the five categories,  yetbut show how one or more traits are can be more 

dominant in an individual. When the traits show an abnormal distribution, it can be an 

indicator of a problem or personality deviance (Spence et al., 2012; Watson et al., 2007). 

In 2000, Egan, Deary and Austin conducted a study of the five factors in British 

norms and found that the factors of Neuroticism, Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness 

appeared to be more reliable predictors of personality than Openness and Extraversion.   In a 

review of the FFM, McCrae and Costa Jnr. (2004) also found that the Neuroticism, 

Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness factors were still reliable predictors, yet but the factors 

of Openness and Extraversion had a lower prediction indicator than previous studies.    

Although the NEO-FFI test was designed in a way to remove the ambiguity involved 

with the scoring (Watson et al., 2007), one criticism has been made on the basis that one 

assumption of these tests is that the tester assumes that each of the questions holds the same 

meaning for each of the testees.   If a question asks about how often a behaviour is enacted, 

how the testee’s definition ofes ‘often’ will determine how they answer the question (Meehl, 

2000).   While for many questions this will not be a problem, if there is too much ambiguity 

within the individual questions of the test, the test becomes a less powerful predictor of 

personality (Meyer & Kurtz, 2006; Okada & Oltmanns, 2009). 

  Another criticism of the Neo-FFI is the ability to ‘fake’ the answers (Basu, 

2014; Topping & O’Gorman, 1997).   As the test provides the answers to choose from, 

Commented [CE13]: Please check this addition. 

Commented [CE14]: Please clarify who made this criticism. 



A COMPARISON OF PERSONALITY TESTS 6 

depending on the situation and what the test is to be used for, an individual may decide to 

select answers based on what they believe the marker or tester wants to see or what may give 

a favourable or distorted impression (Basu, 2014; Converse et al., 2008). 

 However, these negative attributes do not make the NEO-FFI 

ineffectualineffective.   Steps have been taken to minimise these factors, thereby ruling out 

their negative influence on the validity and reliability of the test.   It is tThese challenges and 

reviews that have enabled this test to evolve and maintain relevancy in changing scientific 

procedures, as .  Addressing those negative factors of the test has resulted in more reliable 

tests due to have resulted from the awareness of and correction of for invalidating factors 

(Converse et al., 2008; Costa & McCrae & JnrCosta, 2004). 

Conclusion 

 Personality tests have changed both in content and applicability since their 

introduction.   Both types ofprojective and structured personality tests have their merit and 

application within psychology, and it has been shown that both tests have both negative and 

positive attributes of both the test and the outcomes of the test.   Projective tests such as the 

TAT rely on ambiguous stimuli in order to elicit a response, these responses are, which is 

generally rated positive or negative. It  and is are then open to interpretation and dependant 

on the tester to decide the outcome.   Whereas Conversely, a structured test such as the NEO-

FFI is designed to remove thise ambiguity and. Wwith its narrow range of prepared responses 

and predesignated scores, it is able to produce the same or similar scores each time, therefore 

thereby producing both reliability and validity. 

Overall, it is the structured personality tests that hashave been shown to be the most 

reliable, generaliszable, and insightful of the two types of tests types. and due to 

thisTherefore, it is the structured test that would be recommended for use. 
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A Comparison of Personality Tests: TAT and NEO-FFI 

Personality tests have long been used in psychology to determine particular traits in 

individuals and to assign personality types to predict their behaviour and temperament. This 

paper discusses the two main types of personality tests—projective and structured—and 

examines their differences. Specifically, based on a comparison of the relative merits and 

demerits of the thematic apperception test (TAT) and the Neo Five-Factor Inventory (NEO-

FFI), this paper aims to determine which test is more useful, valid and reliable. 

Defining Personality Tests 

Personality tests were designed to test and determine the stable and relatively 

permanent traits that are used to predict behaviour and temperament within an individual 

(Kernberg, 2016; Wiggins, 1968). Personality can be measured in varying ways, and 

individual tests are scored independently and may focus on particular aspects of personality 

(Okada & Oltmanns, 2009). 

Personality tests have undergone many changes since their introduction and have 

evolved to provide a wide array of tests that are designed for particular applications 

dependent on desired outcomes (Okada & Oltmanns, 2009). There are two main types of 

personality tests under which many individual tests can be categorised: projective and 

structured.  

Projective tests make use of ambiguous stimuli, such as words or images, in order to 

elicit a response from the individual. The response is then analysed for unconscious 

expression, which is believed to reveal hidden emotions and internal traits and conflicts. The 

Rorschach Inkblot test, TAT, word association tests and sentence completion tests are 

examples of projective personality tests (Meyer & Kurtz, 2006).  

Structured tests are designed to reduce ambiguity, and require the individual to choose 

a best-fit response from a list of answers provided. These answers are then measured and a 
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personality type is assigned based on the score from the answers. The Minnesota Multiphasic 

Personality Inventory (MMPI), the California Psychological Inventory (CPI) and the NEO-

FFI are examples of structured personality tests (Meyer & Kurtz, 2006). 

TAT 

During a TAT, the testee is shown an ambiguous stimulus, a set of pictures of people 

either on their own or with others, and is asked to create a story about what is happening in 

the picture. Testees are given little guidance and have few constraints imposed on them 

during this process. It is thought that in creating the story the testee will project elements of 

their personality through internal explored activity (Meyer & Kurtz, 2006; Serfass & 

Sherman, 2013).  

The TAT works on the basis that differences in perception are associated with 

personality and can indicate traits such as positive or negative outlooks on life (Serfass & 

Shermann, 2013). While the TAT seems to be the preferred projective test in clinical use, its 

validity has been debated (Alvarado, 1994). It has a time-consuming, complex scoring 

system, and the tester must be aware of social and cultural differences that may present 

themselves. Therefore, the TAT is generally used in conjunction with other methods. A 

clinician who already has access to a client’s history and is able to understand that client’s 

emotional responses would be more likely to use this test. Thus, the validity of the test would 

depend on the clinician’s ability to interpret these responses (Alvarado, 1994).  

The scoring system for the TAT is lengthy and complex because the tester must 

record details such as time between the testee being shown the picture and their response; if 

the response is hysteric, depressive or excited; how often the testee used personal pronouns; 

and if the testee was confident or uncertain in their answers. All responses are compared to 

normative answers for the cards in order to check for normal or abnormal responses (Haward, 

1964). TAT findings are often debated because the TAT is considered to compare observable 
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behaviours between two groups and is therefore unable to reliably predict behaviour 

(Alvarado, 1994). However, Serfass and Sherman (2013) argued that distinct perceptions in 

social situations recur within individuals and are therefore a stable trait that can be related to 

personality constructs. 

Additional debate regarding the TAT findings is that test-retest scores tend to be 

inconsistent. It has been suggested that this is because one of the few instructions given prior 

to the test, which is to ‘be creative’ (Lundy, 1985). The very nature of the test means that it is 

unlikely that a client will respond with the same answers given on a previous test; indeed, 

Serfass and Sherman (2013) found that participants in their study reliably rated the same 

stimuli differently. 

NEO-FFI 

In contrast to the projective TAT test, the NEO-FFI is a structured test based on the 

five-factor model (FFM) and uses a five-point Likert scale to measure responses, with 

answers ranging from ‘very like me’ to ‘not at all like me’ (McCrae & Costa, 2004). The 

NEO-FFI is the most commonly used structured personality test across different ages and 

cultures within psychology (Spence, Owens & Goodyer, 2012). In the FFM, the traits of 

Conscientiousness, Openness to experience (Openness), Agreeableness, Neuroticism and 

Extraversion are measured using a set of 60 questions, 12 questions for each trait, which 

indicate markers that respond to markers of the same traits (McCrae & Costa, 2004; Watson, 

Deary & Austin, 2007). Generally, these traits have a normal distribution within the five 

categories, but one or more traits can be more dominant in an individual. When the traits 

show an abnormal distribution, it can be an indicator of a problem or personality deviance 

(Spence et al., 2012; Watson et al., 2007). 

In 2000, Egan, Deary and Austin conducted a study of the five factors in British 

norms and found that Neuroticism, Agreeableness and Conscientiousness appeared to be 
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more reliable predictors of personality than Openness and Extraversion. In a review of the 

FFM, McCrae and Costa (2004) also found that the Neuroticism, Agreeableness and 

Conscientiousness factors were still reliable predictors, but the factors of Openness and 

Extraversion had a lower prediction indicator than previous studies.  

Although the NEO-FFI test was designed in a way to remove the ambiguity involved 

with the scoring (Watson et al., 2007), one criticism is that the tester assumes that each of the 

questions holds the same meaning for each of the testees. If a question asks how often a 

behaviour is enacted, the testee’s definition of ‘often’ will determine how they answer the 

question (Meehl, 2000). While for many questions this will not be a problem, if there is too 

much ambiguity within the individual questions of the test, the test becomes a less powerful 

predictor of personality (Meyer & Kurtz, 2006; Okada & Oltmanns, 2009). 

Another criticism of the Neo-FFI is the ability to ‘fake’ the answers (Basu, 2014; 

Topping & O’Gorman, 1997). As the test provides the answers to choose from, depending on 

the situation and what the test is to be used for, an individual may decide to select answers 

based on what they believe the marker or tester wants to see or what may give a favourable or 

distorted impression (Basu, 2014; Converse et al., 2008). 

However, these negative attributes do not make the NEO-FFI ineffective. Steps have 

been taken to minimise these factors, thereby ruling out their negative influence on the 

validity and reliability of the test. These challenges and reviews have enabled this test to 

evolve and maintain relevancy in changing scientific procedures, as more reliable tests have 

resulted from the awareness and correction of invalidating factors (Converse et al., 2008; 

McCrae & Costa, 2004). 

Conclusion 

Personality tests have changed both in content and applicability since their 

introduction. Both projective and structured personality tests have their merit and application 
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within psychology, and it has been shown that both tests have negative and positive attributes 

and outcomes. Projective tests such as the TAT rely on ambiguous stimuli in order to elicit a 

response, which is generally rated positive or negative. It is then open to interpretation and 

dependant on the tester to decide the outcome. Conversely, a structured test such as the NEO-

FFI is designed to remove this ambiguity. With its narrow range of prepared responses and 

predesignated scores, it is able to produce the same or similar scores each time, thereby 

producing both reliability and validity. 

Overall, structured personality tests have been shown to be the most reliable, 

generalisable and insightful of the two test types. Therefore, it is the structured test that 

would be recommended for use. 
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