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ABSTRACT 

The Word Association Test (WAT) has long been used in psychological assessment to infer 

emotional disturbance, psychopathological, and creative processes, yet its diagnostic utility 

has yielded inconsistent empirical findings. This paper reviews theoretical and empirical 

evidence addressing a key methodological source of these inconsistencies: stimulus-related 

variability in response entropy and associative difficulty. Drawing on classic and 

contemporary studies using the Kent-Rosanoff Word Association Test, the review examines 

how response entropy systematically influences commonly used emotional indicators, 

including long reaction time, unique and infrequent responses, response repetition, 

misremembering, and forgetting. Evidence suggests that several indicators traditionally 

interpreted as reflecting emotional disturbance are substantially moderated by the response 

hierarchy characteristics of stimulus words. Indicators such as response repetition and 

response preservation appear less confounded by entropy effects, whereas emotional 

indicators, long reaction time, repetition of the stimulus before responding, reproduction 

failure, and response rarity require cautious interpretation. These findings underscore the 

importance of incorporating stimulus-level psychometric properties into the interpretation of 

WAT performance. Implications for assessment practice and test construction are discussed, 

emphasizing the need for controlled stimulus words selection when using word association 

test measures in clinical and applied assessment contexts. 
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he Word Association Test (WAT) has a long and well-established history in 

experimental psychology. Since Galton’s pioneering work in 1879, word association 

tests have been widely employed in psychological research, and their importance 

cannot be minimized. Historically, the technique was first used by Galton in England and 

later by Wundt in Germany to investigate associative processes. Galton’s findings were 

quickly recognized by other psychologists; for instance, Cattell and Bryant (1889) compiled 

relative frequencies of associations to a standard list of words. 
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Interest later shifted toward the use of word association for studying abnormal psychological 

processes, detecting guilt, and revealing hidden thoughts (Münsterberg, Germany). 

Kraepelin (1892) adapted the method for studying abnormal behavior, initiating a line of 

investigation that remains active. Although Kraepelin and colleagues studied psychiatric 

patients, the method’s use in personality assessment gained prominence only after Freud 

emphasized the relationship between word associations and inner needs and conflicts. With 

the growing influence of psychoanalysis after 1900, the WAT received increased attention 

as a clinical technique. 

 

Jung and other clinicians used the method extensively to detect psychological complexes 

rapidly. Jung (1910) proposed a standardized list of 100 stimulus words to facilitate the 

detection of complexes related to worry and neurotic involvement. The technique was later 

refined by Jung and by Kent and Rosanoff as a diagnostic tool. Numerous investigators 

(Hull & Lugoff, 1921; Rapaport et al., 1946; Brown, 1965; DeWolfe & Youkilis, 1974; 

Kuntz, 1974; Hundal & Upmanyu, 1974, 1981; Penk, 1978; Miller & Chapman, 1983; 

Upmanyu et al., 1996) have provided evidence supporting the use of word association 

techniques for studying emotional disturbance and creativity. 

 

Uncommon word associations have long been regarded as indicators of schizophrenic 

thought. Gough (1976) studied creativity using WAT and concluded that moderately 

infrequent responses are more strongly related to creativity than extremely remote or very 

common associations. Upmanyu and Singh (1984) reported that extremely unique word 

associations reflect two components: one associated with psychoticism and another with 

creativity, while moderately infrequent associations represent the most reliable indicators of 

creativity. 

 

Diagnostic Utility and Response Entropy 

Despite early promise, many attempts to relate WAT indices to personality traits in normal 

populations produced equivocal results. Several studies (Meyers & Brecher, 1941; 

Appelbaum, 1960; Goldstein, 1961; Tecca & Glassco, 1965; Storms et al., 1967; Fuller & 

Kates, 1969; Andress et al., 1974) reported that WAT failed to differentiate reliably between 

normal and deviant subgroups, calling its diagnostic utility into question. Schwartz (1978a, 

1978b) challenged the assumption that individuals with schizophrenia produce rarer 

associations than normal subjects. 

 

The variability in findings may be due to inadequate control over variables that influence 

WAT responses. Laffal (1955) identified response entropy as a critical factor, reflecting the 

diversity and distribution of responses to stimulus words. High-entropy words elicit many 

different responses, whereas low-entropy words elicit few dominant responses. 

 

Several studies (Wiggins, 1957; Brown, 1965; Kuntz, 1974) demonstrate that WAT 

performance is influenced by associative difficulty and the response hierarchy of stimulus 

words. Response faults occur more frequently when many competing responses are available 

and less frequently when dominant responses prevail. These variables may account for 

inconsistencies in reported diagnostic utility. 

 

Moran (1966) emphasized individual differences in response sets. Hundal and Upmanyu 

(1974) and Kuntz (1974) operationalized associative difficulty by counting unique responses 

elicited by each stimulus word, defining a response as unique if produced by ≤1% of 
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participants. High associative difficulty implies a wide range of possible associations, 

serving as a precondition for high response entropy. While the constructs overlap, 

associative difficulty considers only the number of unique responses, whereas response 

entropy incorporates both total responses and their distribution. 

 

In this context, Upmanyu (1981) examined the role of response entropy in emotional 

indicators elicited by the stimulus words of the Kent–Rosanoff Word Association Test. The 

study revealed that: (i) response entropy and unique responses are substantially overlapping 

constructs; (ii) long reaction time is positively and significantly related to response entropy. 

Singh (2017) further confirmed the significant relationships of response entropy with 

emotional indicators, unique responses, moderately infrequent responses, long reaction time, 

repetition of the stimulus before responding, misremembering, and forgetting, although 

response repetition did not reach statistical significance. These findings reinforce its value as 

an emotional indicator derived from Word Association Test may reflect pathological 

characteristics, and that creativity cannot be adequately understood without reference to its 

relationship with response entropy. 

 

Limitations 

This brief note is limited by its reliance on previously published studies, many of which 

employed heterogeneous stimulus sets, scoring procedures, and clinical definitions that 

constrain direct comparisons. Much of the empirical literature reflects earlier diagnostic 

frameworks that may not align with contemporary classification systems. The present 

analysis is conceptual rather than predictive and does not propose the WAT as a stand-alone 

diagnostic instrument. Future research should employ standardized stimulus sets, clearly 

defined entropy metrics, and integration with modern assessment batteries to establish 

incremental validity in clinical practice. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The diagnostic utility of the Word Association Test as an emotional indicator is best 

evaluated in relation to response entropy and associative difficulty. When these factors are 

systematically considered, the WAT demonstrates renewed relevance as a supplementary 

diagnostic tool. Researchers, clinicians, school psychologists, guidance counselors, and 

mental health professionals may employ the WAT cautiously and systematically in 

individual and group counseling contexts, enhancing interpretive validity while avoiding 

overgeneralized diagnostic claims. 
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