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UNUSUAL USES TEST

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Creativity Studies, Psychometrics

1. Core Definition and Purpose

The Unusual Uses Test (UUT) is a classic psychometric instrument designed specifically to
guantify an individual's ability to produce a wide array of solutions or functions for a common,
everyday object, requiring the participant to move beyond its conventional utility. It serves as a
foundational measure for assessing divergent thinking--the cognitive process responsible for
generating multiple potential solutions or interpretations when presented with an open-ended
problem or stimulus. The UUT challenges participants to ignore functional fixedness and explore
novel applications, often involving imagination, conceptual reorganization, and associative leaps
that are hallmark characteristics of creative ideation.

The central purpose of the UUT is to operationalize and measure the generative capacity of the
mind, distinguishing it sharply from tasks requiring convergent thinking, which focuses on
identifying the single, best, or conventionally correct answer. By requesting individuals to list all
possible alternative uses for an item, such as a brick, a clothes pin, or a paperclip, the test seeks to
capture the fluidity and variety of mental production. The subsequent analysis of the responses--
focused not merely on the number of ideas but their conceptual spread and statistical uniqueness--
provides researchers with a quantifiable profile of an individual's potential for creative behavior and
problem-solving outside of rigid, established protocols.

In applied settings, the UUT is frequently utilized in educational psychology to identify students with
high creative potential, allowing for tailored instructional strategies that foster innovative thought.
Furthermore, it is deployed in cognitive psychology research to study factors that influence
creativity, such as motivation, environmental cues, neurological correlates, and the effects of
various interventions. The scores derived from the UUT are therefore intended to act as predictors
or indicators of an individual's ability to think laterally, demonstrating that creativity is a measurable
cognitive skill rather than an ephemeral, purely artistic quality.

2. Historical Development and Theoretical Foundation

The development of the Unusual Uses Test is inextricably linked to the groundbreaking work of
American psychologist Joy Paul Guilford, particularly during his tenure in the 1950s. Guilford's

research was fundamentally driven by a critical realization: traditional measures of intelligence,
such as standard IQ tests, were heavily skewed toward assessing analytical and logical thinking
(convergent abilities) and entirely failed to account for creative potential. Following World War I,
there was a significant push to understand and cultivate creativity, especially among scientific and
engineering personnel, and Guilford answered this need by developing empirical tools to study the
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phenomenon.

The theoretical foundation of the UUT rests squarely within Guilford's influential Structure of
Intellect (SOI) model. The SOI model rejected the notion of intelligence as a single, unified
construct (the 'g' factor) and instead proposed that intelligence comprised numerous distinct mental
abilities organized across three dimensions: Operations, Contents, and Products. Crucially,
Guilford categorized the UUT as a measure of "Divergent Production" under the Operations
dimension. This placement established divergent thinking--the ability to generate diverse output
from given information--as a cognitive operation fundamentally separate from, yet equally
important as, evaluation or memory.

Guilford and his associates designed the UUT specifically to provide empirical evidence for the SOI
model's predictions regarding creative capacities. The test was an attempt to move creativity
research away from subjective assessments of finished products and towards the objective
measurement of the cognitive processes that precede creation. By focusing on the attributes of the
responses (fluency, flexibility, and originality), Guilford established a rigorous, quantifiable
methodology that served as the primary paradigm for subsequent creativity assessment
instruments, most famously influencing the Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking (TTCT).

3. Administration and Protocol

Administration of the Unusual Uses Test is typically executed under standardized conditions to
maintain consistency and allow for reliable comparison across tested populations. Participants are
usually provided with a stimulus item, which must be familiar and culturally neutral--such as a tin
can, a piece of string, or a rubber band--and given explicit instructions not to list the object's
primary, conventional function. Time limits are strictly enforced, often ranging between three to five
minutes per item, designed to prompt rapid, spontaneous ideation and prevent excessive self-
censorship, thereby maximizing the raw quantity of output.

A crucial component of the UUT protocol is the explicit instruction to generate uses that are truly
"unusual" or "clever." For example, if the item is a brick, listing "building a house" is rejected as a

non

conventional use, while "grinding spices," "using it as a paperweight," or "floating it on a piece of
wood as a boat anchor" would be acceptable responses. This emphasis on novelty pushes the
participant to break set and overcome the cognitive hurdle of functional fixedness, which is defined
as the inability to perceive a new function for an object that is conventionally associated with a

specific purpose.

The environment for administration is designed to be low-stress, contrasting with high-stakes 1Q
testing, to ensure that test anxiety does not unduly inhibit the free flow of ideas. Whether
administered individually or in group settings, the integrity of the UUT relies heavily on clear
communication that quantity and variety are valued highly. The raw data collected--the list of
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generated uses--is then subjected to systematic analysis against predefined scoring rubrics based
on statistical norms established for the test population, allowing for the generation of quantifiable
scores across multiple dimensions of divergent thinking capacity.

4. Key Scoring Dimensions

The rigor of the Unusual Uses Test lies in its multifaceted scoring system, which moves beyond a
simple tally of responses to analyze the qualitative characteristics of the generated ideas. This
complexity allows researchers to diagnose specific strengths or weaknesses in an individual's
divergent thinking profile. The scoring system generally focuses on four distinct dimensions,
derived directly from Guilford's framework:

Fluency: This metric represents the most basic measure, quantifying the sheer volume of relevant
responses produced within the allocated time limit. High fluency indicates an efficient and rapid
ability to access and retrieve a large pool of ideas from memory.

Flexibility: Flexibility assesses the diversity and variety of the responses. This is measured by
counting the number of different conceptual categories or domains utilized across the listed uses.
For example, if a participant uses a paper clip as a tool, an ornament, and a weapon, that
demonstrates higher flexibility than if all responses fall under the single category of "tool" (e.qg.,
screwdriver, hook, lock pick).

Originality (or Novelty): Considered the most critical measure of true creativity, originality is
determined by the statistical infrequency of a response within the tested population. Responses
that are unique, or generated by a very small percentage (e.g., less than 5%) of the control group,
receive the highest originality scores, reflecting genuine creative insight and non-conventional
thought patterns.

Elaboration: This dimension gauges the level of detail and complexity provided in describing the
novel use. A highly elaborated response moves beyond a simple statement (e.g., "a hammer") to
provide a functional context or detailed explanation of implementation (e.g., "a makeshift hammer,
secured to a handle using duct tape, capable of tapping small nails into soft wood"). Elaboration
demonstrates thoroughness and depth in conceptualizing the application.

By assessing these four factors independently, researchers gain a nuanced understanding of an
individual's creative style--for instance, whether they are highly prolific but limited in scope (high
fluency, low flexibility) or if they produce few ideas that are highly unique (low fluency, high
originality). This multi-dimensional approach has been fundamental to advancing the empirical
study of creative cognition.

5. Psychometric Properties and Validity

The Unusual Uses Test, like any psychometric instrument, is evaluated based on its reliability and
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validity. Generally, the UUT exhibits relatively high levels of reliability, particularly concerning the
fluency dimension, where scoring is objective and straightforward (a simple count). However, the
reliability of the more complex, qualitative measures--flexibility and, especially, originality--can be
lower, as these rely on subjective judgment and interpretation by the raters regarding category
assignment and statistical rarity. Maintaining high inter-rater reliability often necessitates extensive
training and strict adherence to established scoring protocols and population norms.

The central psychometric challenge facing the UUT is establishing its construct validity,
specifically its ability to accurately predict real-world creative achievement. While the UUT reliably
measures divergent thinking in a controlled setting, critics and researchers continue to debate
whether performance on a short, abstract task--like listing uses for a brick--translates directly to
successful, sustained innovation in professional, artistic, or scientific domains. Studies have shown
moderate correlations between UUT scores and performance in other creativity tasks, lending
support to its internal validity as a measure of divergent capacity, but the evidence linking it to
major external creative contributions remains mixed.

Furthermore, the test's validity can be affected by cultural factors and the specific examples
chosen. An object familiar in one culture may be foreign or have different conventional uses in
another, potentially skewing flexibility and originality scores. Researchers must constantly update
or adapt the stimulus items and population norms to ensure that the test remains a fair and valid
measure of cognitive potential, rather than simply reflecting cultural knowledge or linguistic
dexterity. Despite these ongoing debates, the UUT remains a cornerstone because it successfully
provided an early, operationalized method for quantifying a previously elusive mental construct.

6. Significance and Impact

The introduction of the Unusual Uses Test represented a watershed moment in the history of
psychology, fundamentally shifting the study of creativity from philosophical speculation to rigorous
empirical science. Prior to the UUT, creativity was often viewed as a mysterious, innate quality,
difficult or impossible to measure objectively. Guilford's work provided the necessary methodology
to dissect and quantify the cognitive components of creative thought, thereby legitimizing creativity
as a valid and important subject for psychological investigation within the academic mainstream.

The significance of the UUT extends far beyond its specific administration, as its core scoring
dimensions--fluency, flexibility, and originality--formed the enduring framework for nearly all
subsequent divergent thinking assessments, including the widely used Torrance Tests of Creative
Thinking (TTCT). By making divergent thinking measurable, the UUT paved the way for studies
investigating the neural correlates of creativity, the role of education in fostering creative skills, and
the impact of environmental factors on innovative output. It allowed researchers to demonstrate
empirically that creative capacity is normally distributed in the population and can, potentially, be
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enhanced through specific training and interventions.

In educational and organizational settings, the UUT's impact is seen in the recognition that
intelligence is multifaceted. The test helped broaden the definition of giftedness beyond pure
analytical ability, encouraging educators to identify and nurture students who excel in imaginative
and non-linear problem-solving. It provided the first widely adopted, standardized tool that allowed
institutions to gauge not just what individuals know (convergent knowledge) but how they think and
generate possibilities (divergent capacity).

7. Debates and Criticisms

The Unusual Uses Test, despite its historical importance, is subject to several long-standing
debates and criticisms within the field of psychometrics. One primary concern is the potential
confounding factor of speed and endurance. Since the test is timed, critics argue that it may
primarily measure a participant's ability to quickly retrieve and list ideas--a measure of efficiency or
productivity--rather than the depth or significance of true creative insight. A highly fluent test-taker
may simply generate many low-quality ideas, receiving a high score that might not accurately
reflect high-level creative potential.

Another major criticism relates to the distinction between measuring divergent thought and
measuring actual creative achievement. Some researchers suggest that the UUT only measures
the necessary precursors of creativity (the ability to generate options) but not the actual creative
act, which requires subsequent evaluation, selection, and successful implementation of an idea
(convergent and executive functions). Furthermore, the test is inherently domain-general; it uses
common objects and does not assess the deep, domain-specific knowledge often required for
professional creativity (e.g., composing music or solving complex engineering problems), leading
to questions about its ecological validity.

Finally, the subjectivity inherent in scoring flexibility and originality remains a critical point of
contention. While fluency is objective, classifying responses into conceptual categories for flexibility
scores and determining the statistical rarity of responses for originality scores often involves a
degree of rater interpretation. This introduces potential variability, challenging the test's objectivity
when applied across diverse populations or scored by different research teams. These criticisms
underscore the ongoing need to complement divergent thinking tests with other measures, such as
real-world achievement inventories and domain-specific creativity assessments.
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