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Introduction: Unpacking the House-Tree-Person Test Interpretation Manual

The House-Tree-Person (HTP) test has long fascinated psychologists, counselors, and researchers for its unique
ability to tap into the subconscious mind through simple drawings. Originally developed in the early 20th century,

the HTP test remains a cornerstone of projective assessment tools, offering insight into an individual’s self-concept,
emotional state, and relational patterns. Whether you're a seasoned clinician seeking a deeper understanding of
your clients or a curious student exploring the world of psychological assessment, a comprehensive house tree
person test interpretation manualcan serve as a vital guide to decoding the symbols and themes that emerge
on paper.

In this article, we will walk through the history, administration, and interpretation of the HTP test, providing you with
a clear, structured framework for reading the drawings. By the end, you'll have a solid foundation for applying the
manual’'s principles in practice, ensuring that each drawing is analyzed with precision, empathy, and clinical
relevance.

1.The Historical Roots of the House-Tree-Person Test

The HTP test traces its origins to the pioneering work of Dr. William R. Rodgers, who first introduced the test in
1929 as part of a broader effort to create projective techniques that could reveal hidden aspects of personality.
Rodgers’ original version involved asking participants to draw a house, a tree, and a person, each of which was
intended to symbolize different psychological domains: the house representing the self, the tree reflecting the
client’s social environment, and the person illustrating interpersonal relationships.

Over the decades, the test has evolved through contributions from psychologists such as G. W. B. Jones and the
development of standardized scoring systems. Today, the HTP test is widely used in clinical, forensic, educational,
and research settings, valued for its simplicity and rich interpretive possibilities. The evolution of the test also
reflects a growing emphasis on cultural sensitivity and contextual understanding, ensuring that interpretations
remain relevant across diverse populations.

2. Administering the House-Tree-Person Test: A Step-by-Step Guide

2.1 Preparing the Environment

Before beginning the test, it's essential to create a calm, private setting where the participant feels comfortable. Use
neutral, non-judgmental language to explain the task, emphasizing that there are no “right” or “wrong” drawings. A
typical instruction might be: “I'd like you to draw a house, a tree, and a person. Please use whatever style and detail
you feel most comfortable with. Take your time and let your imagination guide you.”

2.2 Materials and Logistics

e White drawing paper (preferably 8.5 x 11 inches)
» Colored pencils or markers (optional)

e Scoring sheet or digital recording system

* Consent form and confidentiality agreement



Ensure that the participant has enough space to draw each figure without feeling cramped. It's also helpful to
provide a brief visual example of the three components—house, tree, person—to illustrate the expected format
without influencing the drawing.

2.3Timing and Order

While the traditional order is house first, then tree, then person, some clinicians prefer to randomize the order to
reduce priming effects. Allocate approximately 15 minutes for the entire drawing session, allowing the participant to
complete each figure at their own pace.

2.4 Post-Drawing Interview

After the drawings are complete, conduct a semi-structured interview to gather context. Questions may include:

1. “Can you walk me through your drawing of the house?”
2. “What does the tree represent to you?”
3. “Who is the person you drew, and what role do they play in your life?”

These questions help clarify the participant’s intent and provide additional data for the interpretation manual.

3.The House-Tree-Person Interpretation Manual: An Overview

The interpretation manual serves as a roadmap for translating visual elements into psychological insights. It
typically includes a scoring rubric, thematic categories, and guidelines for integrating findings with other
assessment tools. Below is a concise outline of the manual’s core components:

¢ House Analysis: Focuses on self-concept, boundaries, and emaotional regulation.

e Tree Analysis: Examines social context, support systems, and developmental influences.

* Person Analysis: Explores interpersonal dynamics, attachment styles, and self-identity.

¢ Cross-Component Themes: Identifies overarching patterns that cut across all three drawings.
e Scoring System: Assigns numerical values to specific features for quantitative comparison.

While the manual may vary across institutions, these elements remain consistent across most interpretations,
ensuring that the test’s findings are both reliable and valid.

4. Interpreting the House Drawing

4.1 Structural Elements and Their Significance

The house often reflects an individual’s internal world. Key structural elements to consider include:

¢ Size and Proportion: A large house may indicate grandiosity or a desire for control, whereas a small house
could signal insecurity or perceived limitations.

e Doors and Windows: Multiple doors or large windows can suggest openness and adaptability, while a single,
closed door might indicate isolation or defensiveness.

¢ Roof Shape: A pitched roof may represent stability, whereas a flat roof could reflect a more flexible or
unconventional personality.

4.2 Detail and Ornamentation

Details such as curtains, furniture, or decorative elements provide insight into the client's emotional state and
personal values. For instance, a meticulously arranged interior may signal a need for order, while a cluttered space
might reflect emotional turbulence or a chaotic internal landscape.

4.3 Color Usage



Color choices can be highly indicative of mood. Warm tones often denote comfort or passion, whereas cool tones
might reflect calmness or detachment. Pay attention to whether the participant uses a single color palette or a
diverse array of hues.

5. Interpreting the Tree Drawing

5.1 Root System and Grounding

The roots of the tree symbolize foundational experiences and attachment patterns. Deep, extensive roots may
suggest a strong sense of belonging, while shallow roots could indicate instability or a lack of grounding.

5.2 Trunk and Branches

The trunk represents the core self and personal growth trajectory. A thick trunk can indicate resilience, while a thin
or fragmented trunk might reflect vulnerability. Branches illustrate social connections and opportunities; sparse
branches may signify social isolation, whereas abundant branches suggest a rich network of relationships.

5.4 Leaf Color and Density

Leaf color can reveal emotional tone: vibrant green may denote vitality, whereas brown or yellow leaves might
signal sadness or stress. The density of leaves can indicate how well the individual is managing external pressures.

6. Interpreting the Person Drawing

6.1 Body Proportions and Posture

The figure’s size relative to the drawing space can reflect self-esteem. A large figure may denote inflated self-
perception, while a diminutive figure may indicate low self-worth. Posture—whether upright, slouched, or rigid—
provides clues about confidence and emotional expression.

6.2 Facial Features and Expressions

Facial details, such as the shape of the eyes or mouth, can reveal emotional states. A wide-open mouth may
indicate excitement or anxiety, whereas a closed mouth might suggest suppression or stoicism.

6.3 Interaction with Other Elements

How the person is positioned relative to the house or tree can illustrate relational dynamics. A figure standing near
the house may suggest a strong self-focus, whereas a figure interacting with the tree could indicate a desire for
connection with others.

7. Cross-Component Themes: Synthesizing the Findings

After individual analyses, it's crucial to integrate the data across all three drawings. Common themes include:

e Boundary Issues: Overlap of the house and tree boundaries might indicate blurred self-other distinctions.

e Attachment Patterns: Consistent use of closed doors and shallow roots may point to anxious attachment.

¢ Resilience Indicators: A robust trunk, a large, detailed house, and a confident person suggest high coping
capacity.
By synthesizing these themes, clinicians can craft a holistic narrative that aligns with the client’s self-reported
experiences.

8. Cultural and Contextual Considerations



Interpretations must be sensitive to cultural norms and personal histories. For example:

¢ A drawing of a house with no roof may reflect a cultural practice of open-air living rather than a sign of
insecurity.

e Tree symbols can vary across cultures—some may associate trees with spirituality, while others view them as
mere environmental features.

¢ Person figures might be drawn in traditional dress or symbolic representations, necessitating cultural
competence in interpretation.

Always cross-reference the drawing with demographic and background information to avoid misinterpretation.

9. Case Studies and lllustrative Examples

9.1 Case Study A: The “Open House”

A 32-year-old client drew a large, open house with multiple windows, a thriving tree with abundant leaves, and a
confident person standing at the front door. The scoring rubric indicated high levels of self-esteem and social
integration. Subsequent interviews revealed a supportive family network and a stable career, validating the
manual’s interpretation.

9.2 Case Study B: The “Shallow Roots”

A 45-year-old client’s tree had shallow roots, a thin trunk, and sparse leaves. The house was small with a single
closed door, and the person was drawn with a slouched posture. The manual’'s scoring highlighted attachment
anxiety and low self-efficacy. Follow-up therapy focused on building secure attachment and self-compassion.

10. Limitations and Ethical Considerations

While the HTP test offers valuable insights, it is not without limitations:

¢ Subjectivity: Interpretations can vary between clinicians; standardized scoring mitigates but does not eliminate
bias.

« Contextual Misinterpretation: Without adequate contextual data, drawings may be misread.

¢ Ethical Use: Informed consent, confidentiality, and respectful handling of sensitive information are paramount.

Clinicians should use the HTP test as a complementary tool, not a standalone diagnostic instrument.

11. Integrating the HTP into Clinical Practice

To maximize the utility of the house tree person test interpretation manual, consider the following steps:

1. Combine with Other Assessments: Use the HTP alongside narrative interviews, self-report questionnaires, or
behavioral observations.

2. Document Findings Thoroughly: Record both quantitative scores and qualitative observations.

3. Tailor Interventions: Align therapeutic strategies with identified themes—e.g., boundary setting for clients with
blurred self-other distinctions.

4. Monitor Progress: Re-administer the HTP at follow-up sessions to track changes in self-concept and
relational patterns.

By embedding the HTP into a broader therapeutic framework, clinicians can harness its full potential for
personalized care.

12. Resources for Further Learning
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