


“Hopwood has assembled a fascinating array of stories from personality 
assessment luminaries about their personal and professional shaping infu-
ences, their life- and career trajectories. In essence, these are gifts of gen-
erativity. This treasure chest of narratives will inspire future generations of 
personality assessors to fnd their visions and carve out their unique paths.” 

—Radhika Krishnamurthy, PsyD, ABAP; Clinical Psychology 
Professor, Florida Institute of Technology; Former President, Society for 
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“People who understand people know that scientists are not inert ingre-
dients in their research. Chris Hopwood has curated a master list of the 
most accomplished and infuential living personality assessment scientists 
and practitioners to share their professional journeys, which have left an 
indelible mark on the feld. The result is a brightly illuminating volume 
that will be a must read for those who want to understand how we come 
to understand people.” 

—Aidan Wright, PhD; Associate Professor of Psychology at the 
University of Pittsburgh 
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This edited volume provides readers with a deeper knowledge of the 
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experiences, their contributions and approaches to personality assessment, 
their perceptions of current trends, and their predictions about the future 
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fuidly intertwining theory and personal narrative. 

Beginning clinicians, scholars, and students will gain a better under-
standing of the major empirical advances that were made during the last 
generation regarding key questions about the nature of people, the struc-
ture of personality traits, and the connections between personality and 
mental health. 
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 1 Understanding People 
Who Understand People 
Christopher J. Hopwood 

When I was about ten years old, I spent one of the sleepless nights that 
have been common throughout my life generating a detailed description 
of one of my classmate’s personalities. I still remember what I found in-
teresting about him, and could more or less reproduce that description in 
the form of a psychological assessment report today. Until I was eight and 
my sister was born, I was an only child in a rural community so small that 
there were no other children my age, so I spent a lot of time alone. During 
much of that time, I would arrange GI Joe fgures in such a way that they 
would play out 11 on 11 football games, and I would compile detailed 
statistics in meticulously organized notebooks. One particular fullback 
was remarkable for having zero variance in rushing attempts – he gained 
exactly eight yards on every carry. I had an extensive and meticulously 
organized collection of sports cards, magazines, and books; trivial details 
like Joe Morris’ rushing yards in 1986 (1,516), Pedro Guerrero’s home run 
total in 1987 (27), or Charles Barkley’s rebounding average in 1988 (12.5) 
took up far too much space in my prepubescent memory bank. Only with 
hindsight is it obvious that these eccentricities foreshadowed my interest 
in personality assessment. At that time, I had no idea that a person could 
make a living doing these sorts of things. 

If you take a sheep dog who has never seen sheep to a feld with sheep 
in it, they will herd the sheep until they are exhausted, seemingly unable 
to care about or focus on anything else. I don’t know what this is like on 
the inside, but from the outside they look like they are living the best 
version of themselves. In my view, the responsibility of the person with a 
liberal education is to fnd their sheep so that they can be the best version 
of themselves. My students sometimes feel ashamed for not having found 
their sheep yet, but that seems natural to me. It took me until my mid-20s 
to fnd mine. A few salient post-pubescent memories picked up the thread 
from those sports statistics, real and imagined. In high school, I found 
myself reading up on the content I felt was missing in class. As an under-
graduate, I observed with curiosity and confusion the bored responses of 
other students to a class about Nietzsche, Hobbes, and Rousseau. When 
I was teaching overseas, I observed myself reading Freud and Sullivan 
when my roommates would come home late from a night at the bar. In 
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2 Christopher J. Hopwood 

my master’s program, I found myself at a reception enrapt by conversa-
tions about research design with the faculty, whereas many of my fellow 
students perseverated on how hard graduate school was. In each of these 
experiences, my peers’ behaviors seemed really odd. The sheepdog doesn’t 
notice their lather. 

It was during that master’s program that I read a chapter by Les Morey 
in which he said, more or less, that he had noticed with curiosity that he 
was one of the few students in his psychometrics class who found quanti-
fying peoples’ behavior with psychological tests exciting – everyone else 
somehow thought that was tedious. I thought: that’s it! Like a good test 
item, he had captured my inner experience exactly. Personality assessment 
was my sheep. Now I just needed to fnd the people who were good at it. 
This book showcases some of those people, in their own words. 

Some of the people who taught me how to understand 
people 

I used three main criteria to select authors. First and most important, the 
people I asked to contribute to this book have had a major impact on per-
sonality assessment science and practice. 

Second, each of the authors have been infuential within the Society 
for Personality Assessment (SPA), as board members, journal editors, award 
winners, keynote speakers, and/or presenters. SPA has been a home con-
ference for my entire career. Early on, SPA was an encouraging environ-
ment where I could observe the masters in action. As I continued attending 
SPA and other meetings, I became aware of SPA’s uniqueness in providing 
a forum for clinicians and researchers to interact. For this reason, SPA is 
singularly important for the integration of research and practice in per-
sonality assessment. But SPA also ofers a highly personal experience of 
warmth, intellectual stimulation, compassion, and communion. I wanted 
this book to give the reader something like the experience of being at the 
conference because that is the best way I can think of to encourage peo-
ple to be involved with and support personality assessment. My relatively 
small share of the proceeds from this book will be donated to SPA, as a 
modest gesture of gratitude. 

Third, it was important for me to invite as many women as men. 
Women have comprised the majority of my fellow students, supervisors, 
and teachers, yet they are in the minority in the journals, books, and ac-
ademic conference programs. This dynamic is multiply determined but 
the root cause is uncomplicated; several women spoke to their experiences 
of institutional sexism in this volume. In contrast, people of color and 
non-binary gender have played essentially no role in my training; I never 
had the opportunity to be supervised by a non-white, non-cis-gendered 
person. It is a shameful reality that people of color or non-binary gender 



 

 

3 Understanding People Who Understand People 

are rare in psychology training, in general. Recent meetings about this 
issue have made it clear that, within SPA, this is at least partly because 
of structural issues that make people from underrepresented groups feel 
alienated and unwelcome. These barriers to diversity contributed to a ma-
jor limitation of my training and continue to refect a profound problem 
for our profession and society. I am hopeful that SPA is beginning to do 
something about it. 

Many people are not in this book but could have been, based on their 
impact on personality assessment and on my own development and career. 
This includes my internship supervisor Mark Blais, my personality assess-
ment instructors Jim Rof and Doug Snyder, many excellent colleagues 
with whom I served in my role as an SPA board member, including Paul 
Arbisi, Ginger Calloway, Barton Evans, Ron Ganellan, Giselle Hass, Steve 
Huprich, Jan Kamphuis, Nancy Kaser-Boyd, Radhika Krishnamurthy, 
John McNulty, Greg Meyer, Joni Mihura, Carol Overton, Piero Porcelli, 
John Porcerelli, David Streiner, and Jed Yalof, and many, many others. 
I must also mention Bob Erard and Bruce Smith, both of whom we lost 
too soon. 

That said, this a fairly representative and extraordinarily impressive 
sample of people who have spent the last few decades trying to understand 
people. By way of introduction, I presently share some brief anecdotes that 
I hope communicate the essence of their impact on me and on the feld. 

Stephen Finn 

I cry often and often enjoy it. I am usually more likely to remember the 
things that happen to me when I cry because they meant something im-
portant to me at the time. A few people can reliably make me cry: Aretha 
Franklin, Carl Rogers, Lauryn Hill, and Fred (Mr.) Rogers. The only 
person I know personally who reliably makes me cry is Steve Finn. I think 
that has to do with the same inner essence – a kind of authenticity that 
resonates deeply with people – that has made Steve’s work so impactful. 
People who know him or read his enclosed chapter will know what I 
mean, even if they don’t cry as easily as I do. 

Donna Bender 

Donna Bender is the foremother of the Levels of Personality Functioning 
Scale (LPFS), which serves as Criterion A of the Alternative Model of 
Personality Disorders. The LPFS not only accounts for the covariation 
among diferent PDs  but also provides clinicians a vehicle with which to 
be curious about their patients, including their strengths, capacities, and 
inner experiences as social beings. Donna has emphasized this latter point 
in a number of places, including the enclosed chapter. But I want to set the 



 

  

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4 Christopher J. Hopwood 

record straight; I didn’t invite her to contribute only because of infuential 
work on the LPFS. I have come away from my handful of encounters with 
Donna with the sense that she is one of those people whose path I wished 
to have crossed more often. She enlivens her environment, wherever she 
goes, by being herself. This quality enabled her to breathe life into the 
DSM-5, and inspires courage to follow one’s heart. 

David Nichols 

During my frst SPA board meeting, as a graduate student representative, 
the board learned that a new contract with the publisher of the Journal of 
Personality Assessment ( JPA) had left the society poised for a fairly dramatic 
revenue increase. The suggestion was raised, at frst as a kind of jest that 
became, briefy, a serious consideration, that we might want to increase 
our reimbursement for the previous night’s dinner in light of this revela-
tion. Dave Nichols said plainly and sternly that he wouldn’t go along – we 
had ordered the previous night with a particular arrangement in mind and 
the right thing to do was to stick to that. Everyone immediately knew that 
he was right. Even a brief brush with Dave’s work shows that he is kind 
and sharp and has a way with words, but his serious and abiding concern 
for the diference between right and wrong as he sees it is the quality that 
stands out for people who know him. 

Ety Berant 

Reading Ety Berant’s chapter, an idea crystalized that had been in the 
back of my mind the last few times I have met with one of the students 
I described above, who feel ashamed about not having yet found their 
sheep. These students often have the narrow focus of racehorses with 
cheekpieces that concerns me – they want to be psychotherapists of a par-
ticular kind, in a particular setting, and with a particular degree, and don’t 
want to think about other possibilities. I get the impression that they want 
to narrow down the type of program to apply to so as to reduce informa-
tion overload, and they want me to justify this kind of narrowing, help 
them do it, and give them the formula for how to succeed therein. A wish 
surges within me to slow the conversation down, and a fear emerges that 
anything I might say will be taken too seriously. Contrast this constricted 
feeling with how I felt after reading Ety’s chapter: a kind of calm, warm 
admiration. Ety strikes me as wise in a way that I would like to be with 
these students. She has had diverse and multilayered career and life, with a 
mix of responsibilities related to practice, clinic administration, research, 
and training. These roles have been synergistically woven together into 
a coherent gestalt, balanced against her personal priorities. Ety sets an 
example of how to live a life so as to achieve what many of my students 
hope for. 



 5 Understanding People Who Understand People 

Irving Weiner 

Irv Weiner is the only person in this book who has already written an 
autobiography. But how could I not ask him? At SPA, he is like the patron 
saint and guardian angel, the keeper of the history and peak of the pile. He 
has been the person that the people I look up to look up to since I began 
coming to SPA. When Irv speaks people listen, and that gives him space 
to speak softly and slowly. As one develops, these pedestaled people tend to 
come down to earth. But in Irv’s case, the aura persists for me, and in my 
observation of the social dynamics of SPA, it seems to persist for everyone 
else, too. Irv documents in this chapter, in his understated way, the impact 
he has had on mental health research, training, and practice, which has 
reached well beyond personality assessment and SPA. The winding path 
of Irv’s illustrious career would be nearly impossible to replicate. But this 
presence seems tied to something more universal, the essence of a revered 
person, whose legacy has been to leave the many things they have touched 
better of than before. 

Virginia Brabender 

Virginia Brabender uses English real good. You might think, if you read 
her work but had not heard her speak, that she writes in her decorative 
way for efect, thesaurus by her side. But in fact, she makes English sound 
good all the time. Indeed, I have never personally known a North Amer-
ican who can fourish as well as she can. I get a similar experience when 
Virginia writes or talks as I do from people like Toni Morrison or Chris-
topher Hitchens. There were times when Virginia and I served on the SPA 
board together, that I thought she could charm us all (well me, at least) 
into nearly anything with one of her stirring soliloquys. The incredible 
thing to me was that these were contemporaneous. They seemed written 
in advance, but in point of fact her linguistic swirls and ribbons are just 
cuts from the fabric of her lovely personality. 

Robert Bornstein 

Bob Bornstein is one of the most distinctive and interesting people I know. 
His application of process dissociation to personality assessment is among 
the most important ideas in the last few decades in the feld of personality 
assessment. It provides a principled, empirical, and profound vision for 
how to get us out of the horse-race model of test comparison to a more nu-
anced and sophisticated way of thinking about psychological assessment. It 
is embedded not only in his thorough knowledge of psychometrics, cer-
tain tests, and constructs like dependency, but also a much deeper theoret-
ical foundation that can be linked, in his capable hands, with the work of 
Heisenberg, Kandinsky, and Rorschach. He is extraordinarily interesting 
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to talk to, and I have been lucky to have the opportunity to do so fairly 
regularly over Manhattans at SPA, and more recently over the phone. It 
is sort of unusual to fnd an intellectual giant who is also a modest and 
charming person, with good taste in life partners, music, and cocktails. 
What more could a person want in a friend and colleague? 

Nancy McWilliams 

Nancy McWilliams is the only author of this book with whom I have 
not interacted personally, and thus her infuence on me has been entirely 
indirect. But I’m not the only one: she is perhaps the most impactful per-
sonality assessment teacher – from the perspective of metrics like book 
sales – of her generation. I knew from reading her books that Nancy is a 
good writer, and holy moly, please see below. Her capacity to write ele-
gantly about deeply painful experiences, to express strong feelings or con-
troversial positions with warmth and sensitivity, and to build momentum 
to highly memorable lines, is breathtaking. Nancy’s chapter exemplifes 
how to refect on how one’s own psychology impacts the way one thinks 
about the psychology of others. I was left wishing I could have gotten to 
know her better. 

Robert Archer 

Bob Archer was one of the SPA presidents during the time I was on the 
board. For reasons of confdentiality and tact, I cannot give all of the 
specifc reasons that I admire him. But sufce to say that there was a lot 
going on while he was president. The thing I admired about Bob was 
that he kept the ship steadily steered in the right direction – a skill he has 
presumably mastered while sailing on the actual sea. There were several 
times I saw him gracefully take lumps that rightfully belonged to others, 
for the sake of the society. He was always good humored and serious, mea-
sured and thoughtful. I thought to myself, if by some great mistake some 
poorly informed group of people ever entrust me with the responsibility 
for something as important as SPA, Bob would be my role model for how 
to conduct myself. 

Yossef Ben-Porath 

Yossi Ben-Porath was the frst person featured in this book whom I met in 
person. It was in Hawaii, at the American Psychological Association session in 
which I presented my frst poster (on my master’s thesis, having to do with 
the reliability of scoring the WAIS-IV). He encouraged me to submit the 
paper to Assessment, where he was an editor, and where the paper was ul-
timately published. I was naturally awestruck, and shocked that he would 
fnd this level of value in my work. I was struck in reading his chapter that 
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he had had an experience similar to mine as a child informally assessing his 
classmates’ personalities. I suppose our futures seem to have a funny way 
of revealing themselves, if we listen closely enough. Yossi has been one 
of the most programmatic and infuential scholars in applied personality 
assessment as researcher, mentor of an impressive number of infuential 
scholars, editor, and workshopper during the last few decades. His career 
exemplifes the payof of sticking to a good plan. 

Phebe Cramer 

Nothing to see here, no big deal, just a world war and rationed shoes, 
a childhood cross-country trek, a world record in swimming, some trail-
blazing within some of the pillars of male-only academia. Just the most 
infuential scholar of her generation on defense mechanisms and narrative 
assessment – in her second career. Phebe’s understated approach to her au-
tobiography belies a career and a life that is so extraordinary that I cannot 
imagine it being replicated. I admit to feeling some level of intimidation 
when having interacted with Phebe at SPA but insist that it is because of 
my great admiration for her work and her life. I am very sorry that, be-
cause Phebe passed away shortly after contributing this chapter, that I will 
miss out on future such interactions. 

Thomas Widiger 

Tom Widiger’s highly infuential program of research has arguably done 
more to promote personality assessment in clinical practice than that of 
any other person of his generation. He has developed a variety of tests, ed-
ited a number of infuential books and journals, published an astonishing 
number of empirical articles, and trained a broad network of highly infu-
ential personality assessors. But what I admire most about Tom is that he 
is both a dogged and tenacious promoter of his beloved fve-factor model 
of personality traits and disorders, and also an open-minded, self-critical, 
and highly genial editor, mentor, and colleague. In a world in which many 
people believe in dialectics until it is their turn, Tom’s ability to keep dif-
ferent agendas in his head at the same time is, like his career, extraordinary 
and distinguished. 

Lee Anna Clark 

If I could have chosen the president in last year’s US election, my choice 
would have been Lee Anna Clark. There seem to be no limits to her 
wisdom, generativity, attention to detail, and, apparently, time. Along 
with Tom, Lee Anna has been one of the most productive and impact-
ful scholars of her generation, including being the only person to serve 
on both the DSM and ICD personality disorder committees, which have 
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revolutionized personality disorder diagnosis. But she also somehow fnds 
time to promote the careers of people like me in ways that are unusually 
time consuming. Lee Anna, one of the most principled people I have ever 
met, taught me and many others how to conduct oneself in a professional 
setting. She has also given me some of the most helpful and specifc advice 
I have received, about how to frame one’s work, how to prioritize tasks, 
how to draft a recommendation letter, and how to be sure to drink one 
glass of water for every glass of alcohol at conferences. Personality assessors 
should feel lucky she didn’t go into politics (yet). 

Roger Greene 

At one of my frst SPA meetings, Roger Greene gave a presentation that 
caused a bit of a stir. He said something like, the next generation of person-
ality assessors are not going to be asking their clients to answer long lists 
of true-false or multiple-choice questions. I guess the hubbub was about 
the fact that this was coming from an MMPI guru, and it sort of signaled a 
revolution from the inside, which could have perhaps been interpreted as 
a kind of treason. At that time, I was cutting my teeth on the ins and outs 
of the PAI, which is also, from the perspective of the respondent, a long 
list of questions. But what Roger had said seemed perfectly natural, albeit 
prescient, to me. Even then, I had the sense that we could do better, and 
that using diferent kinds of methods, and in particular passively assessing 
people repeatedly in their actual lives, was the future of personality assess-
ment. I have never forgotten that moment, in the frst instance because it 
gave a narrative to the direction in which I felt we ought to be pushing 
ourselves, and because the reaction among the people I spoke to afterwards 
surprised me. As you can read below, Roger is full of surprises – and on 
that particular point, I am completely confdent that time will prove him 
right, even if it might take a little longer than he or I had hoped back then. 

D.S. Moskowitz 

Why do I say that time will prove Roger right? Because the most exciting 
thing happening in personality assessment research is the study of person-
ality dynamics. How do people change from one situation to the next, and 
what kinds of things afect those changes? How can you distinguish people 
based on their patterns of changes across situations? It is difcult to fnd an 
issue of a leading assessment, personality, or psychopathology journal that 
doesn’t include some form of dynamic personality assessment (one hopes 
that we will soon say the same about clinical assessment batteries). Debbie 
Moskowitz was the pioneer of these techniques. Her chapter illustrates 
the incisive thinking style that has powered the revolution. It also high-
lights vividly the context of sexism in which these ideas were colored, but 
thankfully not fully constrained. It is astonishing and absurd that a person 
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like D.S. Moskowitz would go six years without a proper position, or a 
career without a gendered name. It is a testament to Debbie’s sustained 
attention and methodical approach that her work has been, nevertheless, 
transformative and groundbreaking. 

Lorna Smith Benjamin 

Lorna Smith Benjamin lives her life a few steps ahead of everyone else. 
Or, at least, you feel behind when you are with her, or when you read the 
things she has written. I experience her as a kind of archetype of the kind 
of woman one had to be to survive 20th-century academia. Imagine: a 
woman working in Harlow’s lab with expertise in mathematics and com-
puter science, shut out of the standard opportunities by sexism, births one 
of the most elegant and sophisticated evidence-based models of human 
behavior on the market, translates it to a fully integrated mental health 
care system that focuses in particular on the most difcult patients, and 
applies it directly to treat these most difcult patients and to train students. 
Her blend of tough, sensitive, and smart generates one of the most disqui-
eting interpersonal experiences one can have, and I am enormously lucky 
to have had it. One can learn from Lorna to pay attention to everything 
with a critical eye because the patterns are there if you look hard enough. 

Leslie Morey 

I am not sure if I knew I should be Les’ doctoral student when I read his 
work in my master’s program and had the uncanny impression that we 
were cut from the same cloth, or whether it was when I frst saw him on 
stage playing bass to ACDC’s “You shook me all night long,” or whether 
it was during my interview with him when we spent a half an hour talking 
about the limitations of coefcient alpha that felt like half a minute. What 
I know for sure is that he was the perfect mentor for me, and he will al-
ways be the person in psychology I look up to the most; it is deeply ironic 
that what I learned from Les, the master of measurement, seems to me 
immeasurable. 

Aaron Pincus 

In graduate school, I struggled to integrate what I was learning in classes, 
my own research, and my clinical work. I was looking for a way to inte-
grate assessment data, theories of psychopathology and intervention, and 
my experience of interacting with patients. I wanted a system that gave 
me reliable heuristics for what to do, and when, and also what not to do, 
during my actual interactions in the consulting room. Then I read the 
single most formative paper I have ever read: a chapter by Aaron Pincus on 
Contemporary Integrative Interpersonal Theory. It ofered just the kind 
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of model I was looking for – it was evidence-based, theoretically rich, 
experience near, and specifc. I set out to meet him soon after reading it, 
and that turned out to be one of the turning points of my career, one of 
the great privileges of which has been to have Aaron as informal mentee, 
collaborator, and friend. 

My hope for this book 

That meeting with Aaron occurred at the Society for Interpersonal Theory 
and Research. At the same meeting, Steve Strack presented a newly pub-
lished book of autobiographies by eminent personality assessors, which 
collated papers that had been previously published in JPA. That book had 
an intense infuence on me. I read it front to back on the fight home and 
have read several of the chapters several times since. At that point, I was 
familiar with the work of all of the authors, but that book revealed a more 
personal perspective, and helped me see that the theories and research that 
I had been vigorously digesting came from people. Actual people who, on 
some level, were like me. They had their own motives and backgrounds, 
strengths and weaknesses, penetrating insights, and blind spots. I found 
particular interest in the way these authors approached the task. Some 
of the chapters were agentic, focused on their scientifc impact in a way 
that was even, in some cases, self-congratulatory, bitter, or diminishing 
of others. Others were communal, with little mention of accomplishment 
but signifcant attention to the relationships the author had developed over 
their careers, and their gratitude for having been a part of the profession, 
sometimes in a way that was a little diminishing of their own contribu-
tions. Some were somewhere in between. 

The opportunity to understand these people, who had themselves been 
pioneers in the science and practice of understanding people, was fascinat-
ing to me. I understood why everyone loved Paul Lerner and Len Handler 
so much. Jane Loevinger ofered me a glimpse of what it must have been 
like to be a woman academic in the middle of the 20th century. I appreci-
ated why an expression of interest in your work from Jack Block provoked 
fear rather than pride. I realized how fun it would have been to hang out 
socially with Marv Zuckerman, or to sit in on a lecture by Ted Millon. 
That book shaped the way I thought about the profession and my goals 
within it. I was moved and inspired. 

As I say in the abstract, my motives for the current book were largely 
selfsh. I wanted to read the personal stories of the people who had infu-
enced me, both personally and professionally. I wanted to see what they 
would focus on and how they would approach the task because I wanted 
to think about how their approach and their lives provide texture to their 
infuential scholarly work. I wanted, in some sense, to replicate my expe-
rience of having read that earlier book of autobiographies, but this time 
with people by whom I had been more directly infuenced. As before, 
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I was moved and inspired, and I am very grateful to the authors of this 
volume for having taken me up on my invitation. 

But I also hoped that this book would stimulate young scholars who are 
in a position similar to my own, a decade and half ago, and that it would 
provide a historical document of value to future scholars interested in in-
terpreting the work of these authors in a fuller context. With this goal in 
mind, I asked each of the authors to discuss three things: (a) personal and 
professional aspects of their life and career, (b) their approach to person-
ality assessment, and (c) how their own personality and experiences have 
contributed to that approach. I invited them to address these topics in any 
order and proportion they see ft, and to include other topics as well if they 
wished. The idea, not unfamiliar to personality assessors, was to provide 
a standardized task within which the authors could show who they really 
are and how they are diferent from others, using both the content and the 
process of their response. 

As I read through the chapters, I was struck by the subtle diferences 
in content, such as the emphasis on agentic vs. communal themes, pro-
fessional vs. personal focus, and the nature and contents of the reference 
section. But diferences in process were even more striking: the degree to 
which people hewed closely vs. deviated from my request the arrangement 
of headings, the use of various kinds of humor, or the degree to which 
the prose was colorful or straightforward. Each chapter spurred a slightly 
diferent feeling for me, which was, of course, highly textured by my own 
experiences, personal and professional, of each of the contributors. Even 
if this project had not been completed during a pandemic that saw the 
cancellation of one SPA meeting and an online version of another, reading 
these chapters would have been a highly sentimental experience for me. 
I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I did. 



   

 2 The Development of 
Therapeutic Assessment 
From Shame and Isolation to 
Connection and Love1 

Stephen E. Finn 

Early years and challenges 

I was born on January 8, 1956 to Edward Finn (age 33) and Dawne (age 24) 
Merrill Finn, who lived in Canastota, New York—a largely Italian Cath-
olic village 25 miles east of Syracuse. From what I have pieced together, 
my parents had been in love when they married three years earlier, but 
by the time I arrived their relationship was already on a downslide. My 
father had Bipolar Disorder—undiagnosed at the time and rampant in his 
Irish-Catholic family—and I believe my mother married him while he 
was in a hypomanic period: charming, romantic, energetic, and promising 
her the moon. My mother was a quieter, insecure, anxious woman, and 
although it soon became apparent that my father had promised more than 
he could deliver, she did not have the self-confdence to leave and became 
depressed and withdrawn. 

Fortunately, before I started school, often my father would take me to 
my maternal grandmother’s house on his way to work in Syracuse, giving 
my mother a break and me a safe haven. Grandma Jessie was a nurturing 
presence, and she and I had a special relationship. I was a sensitive boy who 
loved animals. We couldn’t aford to have pets; thus, I befriended all the 
dogs in the neighborhood and spent hours playing with them. Apparently, 
when I was four, my father took my sister and me to visit a friend who 
lived on a farm, and I got to ride my frst horse. I’m told they had a hard 
time getting me to leave, and that afterwards I resolved to save every piece 
of money that came my way to purchase my own horse. Eventually, my 
mother explained that even if I could buy a horse, we couldn’t aford to 
keep one. I’m told that I cried for days. 

My parents, and especially my father, didn’t know how to handle my 
sensitivity, and I was called a “cry baby” because I didn’t like rough-and-
tumble play or loud noises and would often break into tears. I also re-
member happy times as a small child. My father loved nature and novelty 
and one time he took my sister and me on an excursion to the Catskill 
Game Farm, an outdoor zoo four hours from us where we fed baby deer 
and girafes. My mother loved to sing and taught my sister and me a series 
of rounds, including one in French (Frère Jacques) that I can sing to this 
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day. My mother had studied French in high school and she would teach 
me what she could remember. Also, her father, my grandfather George, 
learned a number of diferent languages, including French, Spanish, 
German, Portuguese, Russian, and Chinese. I was fascinated and would 
ask him to teach me words in the diferent languages. Unfortunately, he 
died when I was 12 years old. I would like to have known him better. 

Elementary school 

I was delighted when I was enrolled in half-day kindergarten at age 5, 
and I would come home and regale my mother with all that had happened 
during the morning. Sometimes I would embellish the stories to try to get 
her to smile; at other times I would come home and fnd her still in bed, 
depressed. I think it was around frst grade that school became a refuge 
for me. I was an excellent student, and teachers generally liked me and 
would give me special projects to do. Some teachers would invite me to 
their homes on the weekends, perhaps sensing that I needed extra support. 
I loved to read and would take home seven to eight books each week 
from the public library and devour them. Also, starting in kindergarten, 
I began writing and illustrating my own small books. I have several in my 
possession still. 

I also became more involved with music in elementary school, singing 
in the school choir and performing in the concert band, where I soon be-
came the frst-chair clarinet. I still love listening to all kinds of music and 
believe my experiences playing music with others taught me about collab-
oration and having a strong individual “voice” while also blending with 
others. Music also developed my nonverbal skills and helped me become 
more emotionally attuned and balanced. 

Spiritual leanings 

My other solace as a young boy was the Catholic Church. I became an 
altar boy in second grade, and for many years, I would get up at dawn and 
ride my bicycle the mile to church to assist with the early mass. I think I 
might even have gone on to be a priest, except for an incident when I was 
13. With a lot of anxiety and confusion, I told the head priest in our parish 
that I thought I might be “homosexual.” He asked me a few questions, 
then told me that I had to stop being an altar boy. In retrospect, I believe 
he was afraid—perhaps of himself—but of course, I took his reaction as 
a sign that something was terribly wrong with me. I hid in my room for 
several days, and then stubbornly refused to go to Sunday mass after that. 
I remember being quite depressed at the time and feeling there was some-
thing terribly wrong with me. Soon after I went to Quaker Meeting with 
my grandmother Jessie when I was visiting her, and I liked it. I would go 
whenever I could. 
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Growing up gay 

In retrospect, apart from family struggles, one of the hardest parts of my 
childhood was that by the standards of the Italian immigrant community, 
I was a “sissy.” I was not athletic and didn’t like sports. The older boys in 
the neighborhood taunted me mercilessly, boys at school bullied me, and 
I dreaded gym class, where other children and certain teachers would 
ridicule me. My father was ashamed of me, and my mother would try to 
protect me from him, which then led him to accuse her of coddling me. 

Of course, even though I was called a “sissy,” I really had no idea what 
it meant to be gay. Then when I began to have sexual feelings around age 
12–13, I realized they involved other boys, did some furtive reading, and 
concluded to my horror that what I had been accused of for years was 
actually true. I hid my sexuality from all but one close friend throughout 
high school. Fortunately, he did not reject me. Still, the enormous shame 
I felt was crushing, and I struggled with depression. Looking back, this 
was one of the most painful times in my life, and it is no coincidence that 
one of my professional interests in recent years has been to help people 
heal from shame. 

Academic achievement and staying busy 

I realize now that I coped with the pain of my early years by staying 
busy and devoting myself to achievement. In high school, I was in Boy 
Scouts, concert band, marching band, jazz band, model UN club, Spanish 
club, National Honor Society, and co-editor of the high school newspaper. 
I wrote and published poetry and short stories, worked most days at a 
local Italian restaurant, read avidly, took piano lessons, composed music, 
and occasionally did volunteer work. I did have several close friends, es-
pecially through band and the restaurant, and I began to mature socially. 
I was away from home a lot but was still close to my mother, who basked 
in my achievements and lived through me vicariously. I was particularly 
successful in music, math, and languages (like my maternal grandfather) 
and starting in seventh grade I won prizes each year in the National Span-
ish Examinations. I also studied French in high school and began to think 
about being a Romance language teacher. I was a fnalist in the National 
Merit Scholarship competition and graduated Valedictorian of my high 
school class in 1974. These accomplishments were a way to feel better 
about myself and address my deep shame, and they worked to some extent. 
Other ways of healing had to wait. 

College years 

I feel fortunate now because it was almost by accident that I enrolled in 
Haverford College in the fall of 1974. As a National Merit fnalist, many 
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colleges recruited me, but I didn’t know one from the other, there was 
no one in my high school to advise me, and both my parents were mys-
tifed by college, having never been themselves. Because I had attended 
Quaker meetings with my maternal grandmother I became interested in 
Haverford, which was founded by the Society of Friends, and at one point, 
I few on my own to Philadelphia to interview there. I was awestruck by 
the stunning beauty of the campus and impressed by the college’s honor 
code, which granted so much respect and responsibility to students. I was 
excited also that I could be close to the Philadelphia Orchestra and attend 
their weekly concerts. Haverford ofered me a full scholarship, and after 
some thought, I chose to go there. 

There are many ways that my years at Haverford afected me deeply. For 
the frst time, I was in an academically challenging environment with top-
notch professors and other accomplished students. This caused me anxiety 
at frst, but I worked hard and found I could hold my own academically, 
and this helped my confdence enormously. Originally, I aspired to be-
come a professor of Romance languages, and I spent part of my frst two 
years studying abroad in both Spain and France. These experiences broad-
ened my views and helped me learn about and appreciate other cultures. 
But, after taking a psycholinguistics course my sophomore year, I became 
interested in psychology, took a number of basic courses, and decided to 
major in that feld. One psychology professor, Douglas A. Davis, took a 
special interest in me, and I began to do research with him on personality. 
Davis was an expert on Harry Stack Sullivan and on psychodiagnosis, 
and he and I spent hours in his ofce discussing both topics. I also began 
to study statistics and found it easy and interesting. A friend, Mona Car-
dell, and I did our senior psychology projects together, studying sex roles 
in heterosexual, lesbian, and gay male couples. We were supervised by 
Jeanne Marecek of Swarthmore College, an internationally recognized 
feminist social-clinical psychologist. 

My sophomore year, I also came out publicly as gay. This was easier 
than it might have been because the Dean of Students at Haverford had 
recruited a social work graduate student from neighboring Bryn Mawr 
College to start a gay and lesbian student organization, called Gay People’s 
Alliance (GPA). I remember attending my frst meeting with a great deal 
of fear, but almost immediately I felt at home in a way I never had before. 
Over the next few years, I had several boyfriends and began to learn about 
romantic love and intimacy. I still remember the thrill of going to New 
York City in June 1976 to participate in the gay pride parade. After having 
felt so alone and ashamed for years, it was a thrill to walk up Fifth Avenue 
in the company of hundreds of thousands of gay, lesbian, and transgender 
people and our supporters. 

Around this time, I also sought out psychotherapy, frst at the Haverford 
student counseling center, and then at several community clinics in Phil-
adelphia. I was terribly insecure and wanted to feel better about myself. 
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Haverford College paid for my sessions and my transportation. The ther-
apists I saw were generally psychiatry residents or psychology interns and 
probably were not the most skilled. But they listened and asked questions 
and helped me learn about myself. One more seasoned therapist I saw 
was trained in Gestalt Therapy, and I had some eye-opening sessions in-
volving more experiential techniques. Years later, when I was developing 
Therapeutic Assessment, I incorporated some of these powerful Gestalt 
techniques and experiences. 

Finally, it is clear to me that the Quaker values of acceptance, respect, 
service to others, and openness “seeped” into me at Haverford, and these 
are embedded in Therapeutic Assessment. I remember one incident that 
afected me profoundly. My senior year, my boyfriend from Philadelphia 
stayed over one night in my dorm room. I had a white board on the out-
side of my door where friends could leave messages. When I came out 
the next morning, I saw that someone had written “Filthy Faggots!” in 
large letters on the white board. But there were numerous other messages 
also—from people in the dorm—supporting me and confronting the orig-
inal writer. All that day, people stopped by in person to express support for 
me and my boyfriend. I felt so touched and held by the community, and 
the event helped me heal from the bullying I had experienced earlier in 
my life. Also, I learned frst-hand that traumatic events can be transformed 
if we get enough support at the time from people who care about us. 

I graduated from Haverford with a B.A. in psychology in May 1978 and 
spent almost a year after that in Göttingen, West Germany, where I had a 
friend from when I studied in France. I traveled a great deal around Europe 
and perfected my German. I had the fortune to land a job helping to teach 
beginning statistics to psychology students at the University of Göttingen. 
This was my frst teaching experience, and I enjoyed inventing ways to 
make statistics alive and relevant for others. I decided I wanted to be a 
psychology professor and applied to graduate school in clinical psychology 
in the USA. I was accepted and decided to study at the University of Min-
nesota. I was awarded a full scholarship, and I began in the fall of 1979. 

Graduate training at the University of Minnesota 

A “dream team” of brilliant faculty taught clinical psychology at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota in the early 1980s, including Auke Tellegen, Paul 
Meehl, James Butcher, Steven Hollon, Philip Kendall, Irving Gottesman, 
David Lykken, and Norman Garmezy. Clinical students also took courses 
with other “giants” in the psychology department, including Kenneth 
MacCorquodale and Thomas Bouchard. Generally, applied clinical courses 
were taught by highly skilled adjunct faculty, most of whom were Uni-
versity of MN graduates and practicing clinicians. The combination of re-
search and clinical training was stimulating and well-coordinated. I fell in 
love with personality assessment, which combined my interest in statistics 
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with my growing fascination with people. Of course, James Butcher and 
Auke Tellegen taught us the MMPI, and an adjunct faculty member, Nancy 
Rains, taught us the Rorschach, using Exner’s Comprehensive System. We 
were given the opportunity to take both tests before we learned them, and 
I was impressed by how accurately they captured me. The summer after 
my frst year, I had my frst practicum placement at the adult inpatient psy-
chiatry ward of Hennepin County Medical Center (HCMC). This was an 
important and moving experience that infuenced me in many ways. 

First, as a student, I was allowed to participate in team meetings and 
case conferences for the psychiatric inpatients I worked with. Since my 
undergraduate studies with Douglas Davis, I had been fascinated with 
psychodiagnosis, and I got to see diagnosis in action in these meetings. 
I began work on a paper that was published in the Journal of Abnormal 
Psychology my third year of graduate school, “Base Rates, Utilities, and 
DSM-III: Shortcomings of Fixed-Rule Systems of Psychodiagnosis” 
(Finn, 1982). This article grew out of my observations at HCMC, and 
it was my frst time navigating the review process at a major psychology 
journal on my own. By that point I had asked Auke Tellegen to be my 
doctoral advisor, and he supported me a great deal. The published article 
received a fair amount of notice, and Thomas Widiger (who has a chapter 
in this volume) wrote a challenging comment to which I was invited to 
respond. Again, Auke Tellegen helped me write a clear and balanced reply. 
This entire experience with writing and publishing taught me a lot about 
academic clinical psychology and supported my burgeoning goal to seek 
an academic position after I got my Ph.D. 

Second, in my practica at HCMC and in others during graduate school, 
I began to have striking experiences of the utility and power of psychologi-
cal assessment. I wrote about one of these events in my book, In Our Clients’ 
Shoes (Finn, 2007, pp. 17–20), where my giving Rorschach feedback to a 
man with chronic schizophrenia transformed both him and me. This expe-
rience impressed me so much that I returned to the University of MN and 
asked Butcher, Tellegen, Meehl, and others if anyone had ever written about 
the therapeutic aspects of psychological assessment. At that time, assessment 
was taught exclusively as a way to diagnose and label clients, so as to plan 
interventions or track the efcacy of an intervention. My academic men-
tors were intrigued but did not know where to point me in the literature. 
I had more success talking to the senior psychologists at HCMC during two 
practicum placements, my internship, and two-year fellowship there. 

Psychology internship and fellowship at Hennepin County 
Medical Center 

Ada Hegion and Kenneth Hampton were my main supervisors at HCMC, 
and both were wise, highly skilled clinicians with a broad view of the 
value of psychological assessment. I remember one early assessment where 
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I administered the WAIS to a young man who was seeing Dr. Hegion for 
therapy; he was having trouble at work because his boss saw him as “lazy 
and not trying hard.” I remember carefully scoring the WAIS and telling 
Dr. Hegion that the man had a Verbal IQ of 105 but a Performance IQ of 
85, “which is highly statistically signifcant.” She praised my newfound 
competence and then asked, “What do you think it’s like to be a per-
son with scores like those?” I was completely dumbfounded, as none of 
my assessment professors had ever asked a question like that. Dr. Hegion 
then led me through an interesting thought process—inquiring whether 
I thought that Verbal IQ or Performance IQ was more relevant when 
we informally estimate how intelligent someone is. I guessed it might be 
Verbal IQ, and she agreed. “Then what would happen,” she queried, “if 
we believed someone was of average intelligence, but then asked him to 
do a task that required non-verbal skills—not knowing his Performance 
IQ was low average?” I exclaimed with excitement, “We might see him 
as unmotivated or as not trying,” suddenly understanding something im-
portant about our mutual client. This was the frst time I grasped how 
psychological assessment could help us “get in someone’s shoes” in a new 
way, and it transformed my view of assessment as a potential “empathy 
magnifer.” That view is fundamental to Therapeutic Assessment. 

Kenneth Hampton, my second major supervisor, was a brilliant Ror-
schacher and clinical interviewer. He taught me how to listen “with my 
third ear” to clients, and he sensitively helped me sort through the myr-
iad of personal reactions I had to the clients on the inpatient ward. Years 
later, I wrote about one of these experiences—and Dr. Hampton’s wise 
supervision—in a paper called: “How Psychological Assessment Taught 
Me Compassion and Firmness” (Finn, 2005). In fact, it was through my 
work at HCMC that I began to understand that if I were committed to 
doing meaningful psychological assessments, I would need to face and 
learn about aspects of myself that I had never explored. 

Besides training us in psychological assessment, Ken Hampton, Ada He-
gion, and the Chief of Psychology, Zigfrieds Stelmachers, also supervised 
our psychotherapy cases, listening to audiotapes we made of our sessions. 
This was incredibly helpful, and they also gave our intern class a gift by fre-
quently letting us observe sessions they did with clients. It was only much 
later in life that I realized how rare this opportunity was, and how generous 
and brave these three supervisors (and their clients) were. Years later, when 
I developed TA, I was convinced that showing videos of my work with ac-
tual clients was essential for training others, and I also developed the prac-
tice of conducting live Therapeutic Assessments while others observed. 

More psychotherapy 

Thankfully, in my second year of graduate school, I had the courage to 
ask Ada Hegion to help me fnd a psychotherapist, and for the next 3.5 
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years I worked with a highly skilled psychologist, Dr. Millie Huttenmaier. 
Although as mentioned, I had seen several therapists during my college 
years, this was my frst time connecting with someone who could lead me 
into deep emotional work. In our sessions, I began to name and unpack 
the enormous shame I carried from my childhood and from being part of 
a despised group (gay men). And with Dr. Huttenmaier’s support, I began 
to grieve—in a way I had never done, and this was essential to my healing. 
The whole experience was mysterious and transformative, and I began to 
reap the benefts. 

For instance, I began to date more compatible men. (My early re-
lationships had been pretty disastrous.) In 1982, I met Jim Durkel in a 
gay men’s support group, and over time we became partners. Jim was a 
speech-language pathologist and audiologist working in the St. Paul pub-
lic schools. He loved animals, weird theatre, and food—just as I did. We 
moved in together in early 1984, and Jim was a huge emotional and practi-
cal support as I wrote my dissertation and applied for academic jobs. I also 
began to reconnect with my parents and siblings, from whom I had been 
distant for years. They all loved and accepted Jim, and this helped me feel 
closer to them and more “whole” myself. 

Working at Lesbian/Gay Community Services 

Another important experience during graduate school was working part-
time at a newly formed gay and lesbian community mental health center in 
Minneapolis called Lesbian/Gay Community Services (LGCS). Although 
I was a novice therapist, I was paid to see individual clients under supervi-
sion. (Ken Hampton at HCMC was also willing to help with me these cli-
ents.) I met a young social work therapist in the LGCS supervision group, 
John Driggs, and we became friends. I was surprised when I found out 
that John was heterosexual, as he had a lot of understanding of the lives of 
gay men and lesbians. Besides seeing individual clients, for several years, 
John and I ran a series of short-term (eight to ten week) gay men’s support/ 
therapy groups. Most of the men were dealing with issues of shame and its 
efect on their relationships, and in classic fashion, as John and I worked 
to help our clients with these issues, I also reaped huge benefts. My long 
friendship with John has sustained me through some difcult times. 

Before I left the Twin Cities in 1984, John and I decided to write a 
book for gay men about all we had learned doing our groups, and we 
eventually published Intimacy Between Men: How to Find and Keep Gay Love 
Relationships (1990, Dutton). Working on this book was very important in 
multiple ways. First, our editor took John and me in hand and taught us 
how to write in a way that was more accessible and impactful. This “writ-
ing school” has served me well ever since. Second, the book hit a chord 
among gay men and was quite popular. With the publisher’s support, John 
and I traveled the country giving talks and workshops, and this helped me 
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grow more comfortable as a public speaker and teacher. Third, the book 
was fnancially successful, which gave me the funds I needed later to start 
an important venture. 

As I neared the end of my doctorate, I was faced with the decision of 
what kind of position I wanted after graduate school. I had come to love 
clinical work and the feeling of helping people; thus, I seriously consid-
ered applying for work in a hospital or clinic. But I also loved research and 
writing and decided in the end to look for an academic position teaching 
clinical psychology. Luckily, I had several ofers from excellent programs. 

Being a faculty member at the University of Texas 

In August 1984, my partner Jim and I moved to Texas, and in September, 
I began as an Assistant Professor at the University of Texas at Austin. Like 
many clinical psychology programs at the time, UT saw itself as training 
mainly academics and researchers, and many of the clinical faculty had not 
worked with clients in years. Nevertheless, most of the clinical program’s 
graduates took clinical jobs, so the faculty also wanted to ensure they 
were trained adequately. I was hired as a young psychologist who loved 
research, was a good statistician, and thought rigorously about clinical 
matters—and hence was respected—but who also loved clinical work and 
could teach applied clinical courses. The role served me well at the time, 
and before long I was promoted to being the Associate Director of Clin-
ical Psychology. One of my tasks was to develop and coordinate student 
practicum placements in Austin, and in this way, I came to know many 
fne clinicians in Austin. 

In retrospect, teaching core psychological assessment courses for UT 
clinical students was an absolute gift, as I was forced to clarify and advance 
my ideas about psychotherapy and psychological assessment as a potential 
intervention. I began to lecture to frst-year students on what I called 
an “interpersonal model of psychological assessment” (tipping my hat to 
Harry Stack Sullivan), and remembering my supervisors at Hennepin 
County Medical Center, each year I would assess clients live as students 
watched from behind a one-way mirror. I also saw the assessment classes as 
opportunities for graduate students to learn and grow, and I intentionally 
structured the assessment sequence so it paralleled a psychological assess-
ment of the students themselves. After some years, I wrote a chapter about 
this way of teaching a core assessment class (Finn, 1998). 

The years at UT were also an opportunity to experiment with new 
ways of practicing psychological assessment and to do research in this area. 
I was lucky to work with several talented graduate students, and in par-
ticular with Mary Tonsager and Hale Martin, both of whom served as my 
teaching assistants for the clinical assessment courses. Mary did her Mas-
ter’s thesis on the therapeutic efects of collaboratively giving clients feed-
back on the MMPI-2, and this was one of the frst studies to document the 



 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Development of Therapeutic Assessment 21 

direct interventional power of psychological assessment (Finn & Tonsager, 
1992). Mary and I also wrote an article laying out fundamental features of 
the Therapeutic Assessment paradigm (Finn & Tonsager, 1997). Hale and 
I have collaborated many times in writing (e.g., Finn & Martin, 1997), and 
he is now a Professor of Psychology at the University of Denver, where he 
teaches and writes about Therapeutic Assessment (see Martin, 2018). Jan 
Kamphuis, now Professor of Psychology at the University of Amsterdam, 
came to UT a bit later but proved to be another able writing partner. 
Like me, Jan is “good with numbers” and we wrote a chapter explaining 
base rates to practicing clinicians (Finn & Kamphuis, 1995). Also, much 
later, Jan and his doctoral student, Hilde de Sager, conducted an import-
ant study on Therapeutic Assessment with clients with severe personality 
pathology (De Saeger et al., 2014). 

I also met several colleagues during this time who greatly infuenced 
my thoughts about assessment. William Swann, a social psychologist at 
UT, was doing groundbreaking work on self-verifcation theory, which helps 
to explain the human tendency to take in information that confrms our 
self-views and reject information that does not (Cf. Swann, 1997). Swann 
and I discussed the implications of self-verifcation theory for providing 
assessment feedback to clients, and we did research together that led to 
my concepts of “Level 1, Level 2, and Level 3 information” (Cf. Finn, 
1996, 2007). 

While I was at UT, I began a small private practice with another faculty 
member from the School Psychology Program, Deborah Tharinger, and 
this was instrumental in my continuing to formulate a model of assessment 
as a brief therapeutic intervention. I coined the phrase Therapeutic Assess-
ment for this new approach, which was still taking form. I began watching 
videotapes of all my assessment sessions with clients and experimenting 
with diferent ways of using tests as therapeutic tools. One practice seemed 
extremely useful, of asking clients at the beginning of an assessment to pose 
questions about what they wanted to learn about themselves, and this was 
incorporated into the Finn and Tonsager (1992) study I referred to earlier. 

During these years I also expanded my clinical skills by reading and 
getting advanced training in multiple interventions, for example Self Psy-
chology (with Ernest Wolf ), Systems Centered Therapy (with Yvonne 
Agazarian), and Control Mastery Theory (with Elayne Lansford). I also 
had the great fortune to study Family Therapy with Carol Middelberg, a 
former faculty member of the Chicago Family Therapy Institute who had 
moved to Austin. Carol was instrumental in my developing Therapeutic 
Assessment with children, Therapeutic Assessment with adolescents, and 
Therapeutic Assessment with couples, and in my understanding how as-
sessment could be used as a systemic intervention. I “appropriated” useful 
concepts and techniques from all these and other psychotherapy schools 
and incorporated them into Therapeutic Assessment, and this helped TA 
become more fexible and powerful. 
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Attending the Society for Personality Assessment for 
the frst time 

In 1992, James Butcher asked me to submit a workshop for the annual 
meeting of the Society for Personality Assessment (SPA). (He was CE 
chair.) Somehow, I had never heard of SPA before, but I was honored, 
and in 1993 in San Francisco I presented a one-day training entitled “Us-
ing Psychological Assessment as a Therapeutic Intervention.” Little did I 
know that this event would be a turning point in my life. The conference 
program was full of famous assessment psychologists such as John Ex-
ner, Philip Erdberg, Irving Weiner, and Paul Lerner. And there was one 
person I longed to meet: Constance Fischer. Some years earlier, a friend 
had given me a copy of Fischer’s (1985) book, Individualizing Psychological 
Assessment, and I had stayed awake all night reading it with awe and ex-
citement. Fischer went far beyond my fedgling ideas about assessor-client 
collaboration, articulating a coherent philosophy of science based in phe-
nomenological psychology that grounded many of the assessment prac-
tices I had been developing on my own. The next morning, I told my 
partner, Jim, “This book is 30 years ahead of its time!” (I think history 
has borne me out.) When I arrived in San Francisco I left a message for 
Dr. Fischer at the conference hotel asking if I might invite her to lunch. 
She was kind enough to come and greet me the morning of my workshop 
and apologized for not being able to attend. I gave her a copy of my hand-
outs, and we agreed to have lunch the next day. When we met, I found 
out that that Fischer had read all my handouts that night and had been 
excited and moved by the way I was integrating her work. That lunch was 
the beginning of a lasting friendship and a thrilling collaboration. Until 
she retired, Connie and I would have dinner together each year at the 
SPA annual meeting and plot “how to take over the world for Collabo-
rative Assessment.” Over the years, Connie and I did many presentations 
together at SPA, APA, and all over the world at the congresses of the In-
ternational Society for Rorschach and Projective methods. I also had the 
honor of helping compile a volume of her collected papers, On The Way 
to Collaborative Psychological Assessment (Fischer, 2017). Connie inspired me 
and many of us in the psychological assessment community with her clear 
thinking, elegant writing, and palpable humanity. Although she is retired 
now, we still speak frequently, and I am still grateful for her friendship 
and mentorship. 

Another person I met at SPA who infuenced me and my work was 
Leonard Handler, a brilliant and innovative clinician, teacher, and writer. 
I heard Len speak at SPA in the mid-1990s about his “Fantasy Animal 
Drawing and Storytelling Technique” and was completely captivated. Len 
invited me several times to lecture on TA to his students at the Univer-
sity of Tennessee at Knoxville, and it was through Len that I met J. D. 
Smith, Len’s last graduate student, who is now an expert in TA and has 
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done a great deal of important research on TA. Besides bringing us J.D., 
Len infuenced many of our practices in Therapeutic Assessment, espe-
cially regarding TA with children. He also co-edited the Collaborative/ 
Therapeutic Assessment casebook (Finn, Fischer, & Handler, 2012) with 
Connie and me. I remember Len as someone who deeply respected the 
wisdom of his clients, believed in the power of psychological assessment 
to change people’s lives, and brought creativity and playfulness to psy-
chological assessment. He also had a willingness to judiciously “bend the 
rules” of traditional assessment in order to help his clients. For example, 
Len used playful techniques to understand clients’ test responses, such as 
asking them (after the standardized administration of the Rorschach), “If 
this monster on Card IV could talk, what would he say?” Len coined the 
word “Extended Inquiry” for this technique, and we have incorporated 
both the term and the practice in TA. 

Back to SPA, my association with this organization was crucial to my 
developing TA and spreading it to others. First, having an opportunity to 
interact with world-class assessment psychologists and researchers helped 
me develop my ideas and grow personally. Over the years, I consulted 
with people such as Irving Weiner, Philip Erdberg, Paul Lerner, Carol 
George, Julie Cradock O’Leary, and Yossi Ben-Porath when I needed help 
with clients, and I always learned a great deal. Second, it was incredibly 
exciting to present on Therapeutic Assessment and other topics in sym-
posia, workshops, and round tables at SPA annual meetings and to have 
people be interested in my work. In fact, many of the chapters in my book 
In Our Clients’ Shoes (Finn, 2007) were adapted from presentations I gave 
at SPA meetings or frst published in the society’s journal, The Journal of 
Personality Assessment ( JPA). And people who heard about TA for the frst 
time at SPA meetings or by reading JPA went on to attend TA trainings in 
Austin, or invited me and my colleagues to present workshops in their lo-
cal areas. SPA also published a DVD in 2009 called Pioneers of Collaborative 
Assessment, which helped spread the word about TA. It contains lectures 
by me, Connie Fischer, and Len Handler and a discussion facilitated by 
Dr. Radhika Krishnamurthy, who has long been a supporter of TA. Third, 
I had the opportunity to serve on the SPA Board from 1996 to 2005, frst 
as Representative-at-Large and then as President-elect, President, and Past 
President. I learned a great deal from this experience about managing 
organizations, and this helped me when I founded the Therapeutic As-
sessment Institute in 2009. Fourth, SPA gave me two Martin Mayman 
Awards for publications in JPA (Finn, 2003, 2011) and greatly honored 
me in 2011 with the Bruno Klopfer Award for Distinguished Lifetime 
Contributions to Personality Assessment. Of course, it always feels good 
to receive awards, but the Klopfer Award had special meaning to me; it 
afrmed that TA was a valuable paradigm shift and helped quiet my in-
ner doubts, which stemmed in part from criticisms that had been levied 
against me and TA over the years. 
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More psychotherapy: A deep dive into restructuring 
my character 

On the personal front, the late 1980s and 1990s were a time of rapid per-
sonal growth and transformation, spurred by several things. First, in 1984, 
just after we arrived in Austin, my partner Jim tested positive for HIV, 
while I tested negative. Jim’s having HIV was a huge blow for both of us, 
and it greatly stressed our fedgling relationship. We literally expected that 
Jim might die at any time (although his health was generally good), and this 
terrifed us both and afected our relationship. I realized later that I reacted 
as I had to my difcult family situation growing up—by withdrawing into 
myself, striving for achievement, and keeping busy. Understandably, Jim 
felt alone and got depressed; this reminded me of my depressed mother, 
and I pulled back further. The good news is that these events spurred us to 
seek couples therapy, which we did for almost eight years, and I also went 
into individual and group psychotherapy. Gradually I went deeper into a 
process of self-exploration than I had in any of my previous psychother-
apies. For three to four years, I did individual therapy two to three times 
a week, group therapy one time a week, couples therapy with Jim once a 
week, and I was in various consultation/training groups that also stretched 
and supported me. With such a broad emotional “safety net” in place, my 
character defenses—which had helped me survive a difcult early life— 
loosened, and I let myself “fall apart” to some extent. I was still able to 
work and help others, but I became aware of shame, depression, and grief 
that I had successfully held at bay for years. For several months I was 
plagued with daily thoughts of suicide. I got through this period thanks to 
my support network, learned a great deal about myself (and the process of 
long-term psychotherapy), and gradually transformed into a humbler, less 
serious, more playful and relational person; all this greatly infuenced my 
work with clients and the development of Therapeutic Assessment. 

Another event deepened my work in psychotherapy and led to an im-
portant breakthrough. In 1995 I discovered that my ofce manager had 
embezzled a large amount of money from me over the course of a year. 
There had been many small signs that something was amiss that I had 
completely ignored, and in fact, I had a long history at that point in my life 
of being taken advantage of in various relationships. I remember walking 
into my therapist’s ofce and saying, “I want this to be the last time I let 
something like this happen to me,” and him saying, “I’ve been waiting.” In 
our subsequent work, I discovered how I had dealt with my early traumas 
through denial and being overly “positive” about people; I also had largely 
dissociated my assertiveness and anger, which set me up to be repeatedly 
victimized. I slowly reclaimed my anger and assertiveness, became less 
naïve, and I haven’t been taken advantage of in a major way since. I also 
learned about dissociation of afect states, and this has informed a great 
deal of my work in Therapeutic Assessment (e.g., see Finn, 1996b, 2011). 
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A similar transformation was that I became less of a “rescuer,” both in 
my life and with clients. I think like many clinicians, I so enjoyed “help-
ing” that I didn’t always confront or “contain” clients enough. I came to 
see that being overly compassionate was not respectful and did not help 
my clients (Finn, 2005). 

This round of psychotherapy also improved my ability to be in an 
intimate relationship, and Jim and I grew closer and we stopped waiting 
for him to die. We realized the best way to live was to hold mortality in 
mind and build the kind of loving relationship we wanted. We afrmed 
our hope for our relationship by applying to the Austin Quaker Meeting 
to be married. (At that point, Quakers had been performing marriages 
for same-sex couples for many years.) On November 2, 1991, almost 200 
friends and family gathered in a Meeting for Worship at Austin Friends 
Meeting to watch Jim and me take our vows. That day stands out to me 
still as one where I felt accepted and loved. Jim and I also reaped the 
benefts from all our work in therapy. I learned what it means to hold 
someone in mind and to love them, and what it feels like to have this in 
return. Our relationship changed me profoundly and made me a better 
person and clinician. Also, Jim helped me in so many ways that I am 
certain I could not have developed Therapeutic Assessment without his 
support. 

One other experience with Jim also afected me and my work. Both Jim 
and I loved children, and we had initially planned to be parents; but we 
abandoned this idea when he was diagnosed with AIDS. This was a big 
loss, and we were excited and honored when our friends, Ray Condon and 
Dale Rudin, asked us to be “godfathers” when their daughter, Tessa, was 
born in August 1995. Although being a godfather is much easier than be-
ing a parent, my relationship with Tessa over the years has given me some 
of the same experiences I would have had with my own children—such 
as “losing it” occasionally out of frustration and needing to repair. As a 
result, I have more empathy for parents and less anger at my own parents, 
and this helped me especially as I developed Therapeutic Assessment with 
children and families. 

I am very aware that I was incredibly privileged to have had the oppor-
tunity to do extensive psychotherapy with excellent therapists, and it has 
left me a frm believer in the power of psychotherapy to transform lives. 
Of course, when anxious, I can still become dismissing or start working 
compulsively. But these things happen much less frequently now, and most 
days I feel present, happy, and full of energy and gratitude. 

My life with horses 

Not infrequently when I show videos of myself doing TA with challeng-
ing clients, someone asks how I became so good at balancing kindness and 
frmness. Often, I reply “from horses!” In 1996, when I was 40 years old, 
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in part because of the therapy work I just described, I began to cut my 
work hours and get in touch with other needs and interests. As I wrote 
about earlier, my whole life I have felt drawn to animals and to horses in 
particular, and I thought, “Well, I’m not getting any younger! I would 
like to ride horses.” It was not hard to fnd a riding teacher in Austin, and 
after a few tries, I discovered a woman who used a method called Parelli 
Natural Horsemanship (PNH). This way of working with horses is based 
on ethology and teaches humans how to read and respond to horses, so 
they perceive you as a strong, benevolent “herd leader.” I began studying 
PNH and loved the experience, and in 1998, I bought my frst horse, 
Harley. One year later, I bought a second horse, Lefty, and Jim and I pur-
chased land and moved to Elgin, a small town 25 miles outside of Austin 
(Figure 2.1). 

Learning to be a competent rider helped me tune into and “make 
friends” with my body, quite a task after the awful experiences of sports 
bullying I had as a child. And training my horses taught me patience and 
empathy, and helped me integrate my assertiveness and aggression in a way 
I never had before. As just mentioned, these were issues I was working 
on in psychotherapy also, but they came to the fore with horses, who are 
incredibly sensitive “biofeedback machines” for the people around them. 
I not only became a skilled horseman, but the lessons I learned via horses 
helped me personally and in my work with traumatized clients. I truly 
believe that Therapeutic Assessment would not be what it is today without 

Figure 2.1 With Harley and Lefty in 2001. 


