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ALTERNATE-USES TEST

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Cognitive Psychology, Creativity Research, Educational

Assessment

1. Core Definition

The Alternate-Uses Test (AUT) is a classic psychometric assessment tool designed to measure

an individual's capacity for divergent thinking, which is a key component of creative ability. Unlike

assessments of convergent thinking, which seek a single, correct solution, the AUT demands that

the participant generate multiple, diverse, and often novel solutions or functions for a common,

everyday object, distinct from its conventional use.

The fundamental procedure involves presenting the subject with a familiar item--such as a brick, a

paperclip, or a shoe--and instructing them to list as many alternative uses for that item as possible

within a specified time limit. The quality of the performance is evaluated not merely on the quantity

of responses (fluency), but also on the originality, flexibility, and level of detail provided for each

suggested use. The test effectively operationalizes creativity by quantifying the cognitive ability to

rapidly shift perspectives and generate unconventional ideas.

The central challenge presented by the AUT is the requirement to overcome functional

fixedness, a cognitive bias that limits a person to using an object only in the way it is traditionally

intended. By forcing the participant to temporarily ignore the object's primary function, the test

provides a reliable measure of cognitive flexibility and ideational resourcefulness. High scores on

the AUT correlate with an individual's general potential for innovative problem-solving across

various domains, making it a critical instrument in the study of human ingenuity.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The intellectual foundation of the Alternate-Uses Test stems primarily from the groundbreaking

work of American psychologist J.P. Guilford in the 1950s. Prior to Guilford's research, the study of

intelligence largely focused on IQ testing, which measured convergent capabilities. Guilford was

instrumental in arguing that creativity represented a distinct and measurable set of mental abilities

separate from traditional intelligence, paving the way for systematic psychological research into

creative potential.

Guilford integrated the AUT into his comprehensive Structure-of-Intellect (SOI) model, which

categorized intellectual abilities across three dimensions: contents, operations, and products.

Within this framework, the AUT specifically targeted the operation labeled "divergent production."

Divergent production, as defined by Guilford, is the ability to generate a large number of varied and

relevant outputs from given input information. The test was conceived alongside other measures
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like the Consequences Test and the Plot Titles Test, all aiming to capture different facets of this

generative capability.

Following Guilford's initial development, the AUT was popularized and standardized by

researchers like Ellis Paul Torrance, whose Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking (TTCT) heavily

incorporated and refined Guilford's divergent thinking tasks. The widespread adoption of the TTCT,

which includes tasks analogous to the AUT, cemented the test's status as a foundational element

in educational and psychological assessment globally. The methodology has remained largely

consistent since its inception, proving its reliability in cross-cultural and longitudinal studies of

creativity development.

3. Scoring Methodology and Dimensions

Scoring the Alternate-Uses Test is a nuanced process that moves beyond a simple tally of

responses, employing complex criteria designed to capture the multifaceted nature of creativity.

Responses are typically rated along four standardized dimensions, ensuring a comprehensive

evaluation of the participant's cognitive output.

The first dimension is Fluency, which is the most straightforward measure. It refers simply to the

total number of appropriate and non-redundant uses generated by the participant. While high

fluency indicates prolific idea generation, it does not necessarily denote high originality or quality.

The second dimension is Flexibility, which measures the participant's ability to shift between

different conceptual categories of use. For example, if a participant lists five uses for a chair, but all

five fall under the category of "furniture to sit on," the flexibility score would be low. A high flexibility

score requires the participant to categorize uses under diverse headings, such as uses for

"construction," "decorative purposes," or "weaponry."

The third and most challenging dimension is Originality. Originality is typically scored statistically,

based on the statistical rarity of a response relative to a large normative sample. Responses that

are rarely mentioned (e.g., mentioned by less than 5% of the control group) receive higher

originality scores. This criterion ensures that the assessment rewards truly novel and imaginative

ideas, not just common or obvious alternatives. Finally, Elaboration assesses the detail and depth

provided for each proposed use. A simple response like "use it as a hammer" would score lower

than a detailed response like "use the curved end as a hammer to gently tap small nails into soft

wood for a craft project," demonstrating the participant's ability to flesh out and develop their initial

idea.

4. Key Characteristics

Assessment of Functional Fixedness: The AUT is primarily characterized by its explicit

requirement for participants to overcome the cognitive hurdle of functional fixedness. The test
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directly measures the psychological facility to perceive an object as a set of potential attributes

(e.g., weight, shape, material) rather than strictly as its intended function.

Open-Ended Response Format: The structure of the test is inherently open-ended, meaning

there is no finite list of correct answers. This non-restrictive format is essential for maximizing the

range and creativity of responses, distinguishing it sharply from closed-ended, convergent tests.

Use of Common Stimuli: The test relies on ubiquitous, everyday objects (e.g., a paperclip, a jar, a

brick). This feature ensures that performance is not influenced by specialized technical knowledge,

cultural background knowledge, or specific educational attainment, thus focusing the measurement

purely on cognitive inventiveness.

Timed Administration: The AUT is typically administered under strict time constraints (often 2-5

minutes per item). The time limit is crucial as it pushes the participant to generate ideas rapidly and

efficiently, measuring the speed of ideational fluency and cognitive retrieval rather than reflective

analysis.

5. Significance and Impact

The Alternate-Uses Test holds immense significance as one of the foundational tools for the

empirical study of creativity. Before its development, creativity was often treated as an elusive,

qualitative trait belonging solely to artistic or genius domains. The AUT provided psychologists with

a standardized, objective, and quantifiable method to operationalize a complex cognitive function,

allowing creativity to be studied systematically alongside other measurable aspects of human

intelligence.

In educational and industrial settings, the AUT serves as a critical instrument for talent

identification and prediction of innovative potential. Scores on the AUT have been shown to

predict success in fields that require high levels of adaptive thinking, divergent problem-solving,

and novelty generation, such as design, entrepreneurship, and research and development.

Educators often use adapted versions of the task to stimulate creative thinking in students and

assess the effectiveness of teaching methodologies aimed at enhancing lateral thinking skills.

Furthermore, the AUT has provided a vital link between behavioral psychology and cognitive

neuroscience. Researchers frequently employ the test in neuroimaging studies (such as fMRI) to

map the brain activity associated with creative ideation. Studies utilizing the AUT have consistently

demonstrated that divergent thinking activates broad networks across the prefrontal cortex,

temporal lobes, and parietal lobes, highlighting the complex interplay of executive function,

memory retrieval, and cognitive control necessary for successful creative output.
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6. Applications and Examples

The most iconic application of the AUT involves using a common object like a brick. When

presented with this item, participants must move beyond the obvious use (building walls). A high-

scoring response set might include uses categorized as "a primitive weapon," "a paperweight,"

"crushing garlic," "a temporary boat anchor," or "a mold for clay." The sheer diversity of these

categories demonstrates strong flexibility, while specific, unusual suggestions illustrate high

originality.

In clinical and cognitive psychology research, the AUT is frequently used as a pre- and post-

intervention measure. For example, researchers studying the effects of drugs, meditation, mood

induction, or sleep deprivation on cognitive function often administer the AUT to measure

subsequent changes in creative capacity. An increase in fluency or originality scores after a

particular intervention may indicate that the intervention successfully enhanced divergent thinking

pathways.

Beyond academic research, the principles of the AUT are widely adapted in corporate training and

professional development workshops focused on innovation. These exercises, often called "Lateral

Thinking Challenges," use variations of the test to encourage employees to break free from

traditional business models and organizational solutions. The goal is to instill a cognitive pattern

where problems are viewed from multiple, unconventional angles, ultimately fostering a culture of

continuous organizational creativity and adaptability.

7. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its long-standing use, the Alternate-Uses Test is subject to significant academic debate,

primarily concerning its ecological validity and psychometric limitations. A central criticism is that

the test measures a highly specific form of creativity--ideational fluency under time pressure--which

may not accurately reflect an individual's capacity for real-world creative achievement. Critics

argue that real-life creativity involves extensive domain knowledge, prolonged effort, critical

evaluation (convergent thinking), and intrinsic motivation, elements largely absent from the brief,

laboratory-based AUT task.

Another major point of contention involves the inherent subjectivity involved in scoring the

dimensions of originality and elaboration. Although efforts are made to standardize scoring by

relying on normative data, human judgment is still required to categorize responses and assign

rarity scores. This introduces the potential for assessor bias, which can affect the reliability and

comparability of results across different research contexts or cultural groups.

Furthermore, the test is highly sensitive to external variables such as verbal ability and cultural

knowledge. A participant with strong vocabulary and expressive skills may articulate ideas in a way
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that appears more "elaborate" or "original," potentially conflating linguistic proficiency with genuine

creative capacity. Moreover, the cultural familiarity with the target object or the interpretation of

acceptable "uses" can introduce cultural bias, making cross-cultural comparisons of AUT scores

particularly challenging without extensive normalization.
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