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INTRODUCTION TO
THE HOUSE TREE
PERSON TEST
INTERPRETATION
MANUAL

T h e  H o u s e  T r e e
Person  Test,  often
abbreviated as the HTP
test, is one of the most
widely  used projective
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
assessments in clinical
a n d  e d u c a t i o n a l
settings. Developed by
John Buck in 1948, this
drawing-based  test
invites  individuals  to

sketch  three  distinct
subjects:  a  house,  a
tree,  and  a  person.
What may seem like a
simple artistic exercise
a c t u a l l y  o p e n s  a
w i n d o w  i n t o  t h e
unconscious  mind,
revealing  emotions,
personality  traits,  and
underlying  conflicts.
For  pract i t ioners ,
researchers ,  and
s tuden t s  a l i ke ,  a
reliable  House  Tree
P e r s o n  T e s t
I n t e r p r e t a t i o n
Manual is an essential
resource  that  guides
the  analysis  of  these
drawings  with  depth
and  accuracy.  This
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art ic le  serves  as  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
exploration of the HTP
test,  the  role  of  the
interpretation  manual,
a n d  h o w  t o  u s e  i t
effectively  to  decode
the  rich  symbolism
embedded  in  each
drawing.

THE ORIGINS AND
PURPOSE OF THE
HTP TEST

Understanding  the
historical  context  of
the  HTP  test  enriches
our appreciation of  its
i n t e r p r e t i v e
framework.  John Buck,
a clinical  psychologist,
designed the test as a
nonverba l  too l  to
assess  personality,
emotional  functioning,
a n d  c o g n i t i v e
development. The test
i s  r o o t e d  i n  t h e
projective  hypothesis,
which  suggests  that
individuals project their
inner  world,  including

fears, desires, and self-
percept ions,  onto
ambiguous  stimuli.  By
drawing  a  house,  a
tree, and a person, the
subject  unconsciously
reveals aspects of their
psyche  that  might  be
difficult  to  articulate
through  words  alone.
T h e  H o u s e  T r e e
P e r s o n  T e s t
I n t e r p r e t a t i o n
Manual  consolidates
decades  of  cl inical
o b s e r v a t i o n  a n d
research,  offering
s t a n d a r d i z e d
g u i d e l i n e s  f o r
eva lua t ing  these
drawings.  I t  is  not
merely  a  checklist  of
symbols but a nuanced
f r a m e w o r k  t h a t
considers the interplay
o f  f o r m ,  d e t a i l ,
pe r spec t i ve ,  and
e m o t i o n a l  t o n e .
Whether  used in  child
psychology,  forensic
assessment,  or  art
therapy,  the  manual
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provides  a  structured
pathway  for  deriving
meaningful  insights
from  the  drawings.

HOW THE HOUSE
TREE PERSON TEST
IS ADMINISTERED

Before  div ing  into
interpretation,  it  is
i m p o r t a n t  t o
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
administration process.
The  test  is  typically
conducted  in  a  quiet,
comfortable  setting
w i t h  m i n i m a l
d i s t rac t ions .  The
subject is given a blank
sheet of white paper, a
pencil  with  an  eraser,
a n d  s i m p l e
instructions:  "Draw  a
house.  Draw  a  tree.
Draw a person of your
own  gender  first,  and
then  a  person  of  the
opposite  gender."  No
time limit  is  imposed,
and  the  subject  is
encouraged to draw as
they wish.

T h e  H o u s e  T r e e
P e r s o n  T e s t
I n t e r p r e t a t i o n
Manual  emphasizes
that the quality of the
drawing, the sequence
of  elements,  and  the
subject's  behavior
during the task are all
valuable  data  points.
T h e  m a n u a l  a l s o
advises  clinicians  to
ask follow-up questions
after the drawings are
completed, such as:

"What is the
house made of?"
"How old is the
tree?"
"What is the
person doing?"

These  inquiries  help
clarify  the  symbolic
content  and  provide
c o n t e x t  f o r  t h e
interpretation.

INTERPRETING THE
HOUSE:
SYMBOLISM OF
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SHELTER AND SELF

In  the  House  Tree
P e r s o n  T e s t
I n t e r p r e t a t i o n
Manual,  the  house  is
u n d e r s t o o d  a s  a
representation  of  the
self,  particularly  the
indiv idual 's  inner
emotional  l i fe  and
family  dynamics.  The
details  of  the  house
drawing  can  reveal
h o w  t h e  s u b j e c t
perceives  their  home
environment,  personal
boundaries,  and sense
of security.

Roof and
Walls
A large, elaborate roof
may  indicate  a  rich
fantasy life  or  a  need
f o r  i n t e l l e c t u a l
protection. Conversely,
a  missing  or  poorly
defined  roof  can
suggest  feelings  of

vulnerability  or  a  lack
of  emotional  shelter.
The  walls  reflect  ego
s t r e n g t h  a n d
boundaries.  Thick,
reinforced  walls  may
signify  defensiveness,
w h i l e  w e a k  o r
transparent  walls  can
p o i n t  t o  f r a g i l e
b o u n d a r i e s  o r
openness  to  external
influence.

Doors
and
Windows
D o o r s  r e p r e s e n t
access ib i l i t y  and
willingness  to  engage
with  others.  A  small,
locked, or absent door
often  suggests  social
w i t h d r a w a l  o r
guardedness.  Windows
symbolize  outward
perception  and  how
the  subject  views  the
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world. Barred windows
or  windows  that  are
too high may indicate
suspicion  or  a  desire
for privacy. The House
Tree  Person  Test
I n t e r p r e t a t i o n
M a n u a l  a d v i s e s
examining the number,
size, and placement of
windows  as  clues  to
i n t e r p e r s o n a l
openness.

Chimney
and
Smoke
A chimney with smoke
r is ing  can  s ign i fy
warmth,  emotional
e x p r e s s i o n ,  o r
creativity.  However,
excess ive  or  dark
smoke  may  indicate
i n n e r  t u r m o i l  o r
unresolved anger.  The
m a n u a l  c a u t i o n s
a g a i n s t

overinterpreting  a
single  element  and
s t r e s s e s  t h e
i m p o r t a n c e  o f
c o n s i d e r i n g  t h e
drawing as a whole.

INTERPRETING THE
TREE: GROWTH,
RESILIENCE, AND
HIDDEN EMOTIONS

T h e  t r e e  i s  o f t e n
viewed as a metaphor
f o r  t h e  s u b j e c t ' s
deeper,  unconscious
self .  I t  represents
growth, life force,  and
t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ' s
connection  to  their
envi ronment .  The
House  Tree  Person
Test  Interpretation
Manual  p rov ides
detailed  guidance  for
analyzing  the  tree's
structural  components.

Trunk
The  trunk  reflects  ego
strength and the core
of  the  personality.  A
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thick,  sturdy  trunk
suggests resilience and
stability, while a thin or
s h a k y  t r u n k  m a y
indicate  fragility  or  a
lack  of  grounding.
Scars, knots, or hollow
areas on the trunk can
point to past trauma or
emotional wounds that
have not fully healed.

Branches
and
Canopy
Branches represent the
individual 's  reach
outward,  including
aspirations,  social
connect ions ,  and
cognitive  abilities.
Open, upward-reaching
branches  suggest
o p t i m i s m  a n d
a m b i t i o n ,  w h i l e
drooping  or  broken
branches may indicate
discouragement  or

loss.  The  canopy,  or
foliage,  reflects  the
emotional  state  and
mental  clarity.  Dense,
l u s h  f o l i a g e  c a n
indicate  a  rich  inner
life,  while  sparse  or
absent  leaves  might
suggest  depression  or
emotional exhaustion.

Roots
R o o t s  a r e  o f t e n
overlooked  but  are
critical  in  the  House
Tree  Person  Test
I n t e r p r e t a t i o n
M a n u a l .  T h e y
symbolize the subject's
connection  to  reality
and their grounding in
the  physical  world.
Exposed  or  tangled
roots  may  s ign i fy
i n s e c u r i t y  o r  a
conflicted  relationship
with  one's  origins.
Strong,  well-defined
roots  indicate  a  firm
sense of belonging and
stability.
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Position
on the
Page
The  placement  of  the
tree  on  the  paper  is
also  significant.  A  tree
drawn  h igh  on  the
page  may  suggest  a
tendency  t owa rd
intellectualization  or
fantasy,  while  a  tree
low  on  the  page  can
indicate  feelings  of
depression  or  being
weighed  down.  The
manual  encourages
interpreters to note the
overall proportions and
spatial  relationships
among the house, tree,
and person drawings.

INTERPRETING THE
PERSON: SELF-
IMAGE AND
IDENTITY

The person drawing is

arguably  the  most
direct projection of the
subject's  self-concept.
In  the  House  Tree
P e r s o n  T e s t
I n t e r p r e t a t i o n
Manual, the person is
analyzed  for  clues
about  body  image,
gender  identity,  social
f u n c t i o n i n g ,  a n d
emotional  expression.
T h e  m a n u a l
emphasizes  that  the
person  drawn  first  is
typically  the  subject's
own  gender  and  offers
the  most  revealing
information.

Head and
Face
The head is the seat of
intel lect  and  sel f -
a w a r e n e s s .  A n
oversized  head  may
indicate  intellectual
p reoccupat ion  o r
narcissistic tendencies,
while a very small head
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can suggest feelings of
i n t e l l e c t u a l
inadequacy.  Facial
features such as eyes,
nose,  and  mouth  are
e x a m i n e d  f o r
emotional  expression.
Missing  facial  features
may  point  to  social
avoidance  or  difficulty
in self-expression.  The
manual advises paying
close  attention  to  the
eyes,  as  they  often
reflect  how the subject
perceives  others  and
themselves.

Arms,
Hands,
and Legs
A r m s  a n d  h a n d s
represent the subject's
ability  to  engage with
the  environment  and
exert  control.  Arms
that  are  rigid  or  held
close to the body may

indicate  defensiveness
or  anxiety.  Missing
hands  can  s ign i fy
f e e l i n g s  o f
powerlessness  or  a
lack  of  agency.  Legs
and  feet  reflect
stability  and  mobility.
Small  or  absent  feet
may suggest a lack of
grounding  or  difficulty
in  moving  forward  in
life.  The  House  Tree
P e r s o n  T e s t
I n t e r p r e t a t i o n
Manual  cautions  that
c u l t u r a l  a n d
developmental  factors
shou ld  a lways  be
cons ide red  when
interpret ing  body
parts.

Clothing
and
Details
Clothing  style  and
detail  offer  additional
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layers  of  meaning.
Formal  att i re  may
indicate  a  desire  for
social  approval  or  a
rigid  persona,  while
casual  or  incomplete
clothing  could  reflect
comfort  with  one's
identity or, conversely,
neglect  of  self-image.
Buttons,  pockets,  and
accessories  are  often
a n a l y z e d  f o r
compulsive  tendencies
or a need for order.

Overall
Posture
and
Emotional
Tone
The  posture  of  the
person  drawing  is  a
r i c h  s o u r c e  o f
i n f o r m a t i o n .  A
confident,  upright

stance  suggests  self-
assurance,  while  a
slouched  or  tiny  figure
may indicate low self-
esteem or  depression.
The emotional  tone of
the  drawing,  including
the  use  of  shading,
erasure  marks,  and
p r e s s u r e ,  i s  a l s o
documented  in  the
House  Tree  Person
Test  Interpretation
Manual  as  important
indicators  of  anxiety,
conflict,  or  emotional
intensity.

USING THE HOUSE
TREE PERSON TEST
INTERPRETATION
MANUAL
EFFECTIVELY

A House Tree Person
Test  Interpretation
M a n u a l  i s  n o t  a
substitute  for  clinical
judgment  but  a  tool
that  enhances  the
i n t e r p r e t e r ' s
observat ional  and
analytical  skills.  Here
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are practical guidelines
for using the manual in
a professional context:

Familiarize1.
yourself with
the theoretical
foundations.
Read the
manual's
introductory
chapters to
understand the
projective
principles and
the test's
development.
This context is
essential for
accurate
interpretation.
Follow a2.
systematic
review process.
Examine each
drawing in
isolation first,
then compare
the three
drawings for
consistency or
conflict. For
example, a

robust house but
a frail tree might
suggest a
discrepancy
between outer
security and
inner strength.
Document3.
behavioral
observations.
Note the
subject's
comments,
hesitations, and
emotional
reactions during
the drawing task.
The manual often
includes sections
for recording
these qualitative
data.
Avoid4.
deterministic
interpretations
. The manual
should be used
as a guide, not a
rigid codebook.
Symbols can
have multiple
meanings
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depending on
cultural
background, age,
and individual
experience.
Always consider
the subject's
personal history.
Integrate5.
findings with
other
assessments.
The HTP test is
most powerful
when used as
part of a
comprehensive
evaluation. The
manual provides
frameworks for
synthesizing
results with
interviews,
questionnaires,
and other
projective tests.

COMMON
INTERPRETIVE
PITFALLS AND

HOW TO AVOID
THEM

Even  exper ienced
c l i n i c i a n s  c a n
encounter  challenges
when  interpreting  the
HTP  test.  The  House
Tree  Person  Test
I n t e r p r e t a t i o n
Manual often includes
a  section  on  common
misinterpretations. One
f requen t  e r r o r  i s
focusing too heavily on
a single detail  without
considering the overall
compos i t i on .  Fo r
instance,  a  missing
doorknob  may  be  a
s i g n  o f  s o c i a l
withdrawal, but it could
also  simply  reflect  a
lack  of  drawing  skill.
Another  p i t fa l l  i s
projecting  one's  own
b i a s e s  o n t o  t h e
drawing.  Interpreters
s h o u l d  r e m a i n
objective  and  rely  on
t h e  m a n u a l ' s
guidelines  rather  than
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personal  intuition.  The
manual  encourages
using  a  structured
scoring  system  that
quantifies  certain
features, such as detail
level,  proportion,  and
symmetry,  to  reduce
s u b j e c t i v i t y .
Additionally,  cultural
competence is  crucial.
A  h o u s e  w i t h  n o
windows might indicate
isolation in one cultural
context but could be a
sty l is t ic  choice  in
another.  The  manual
should be applied with
cultural sensitivity and
a n  a w a r e n e s s  o f
socioeconomic factors.

THE ROLE OF THE
HTP TEST IN
MODERN PRACTICE

The  HTP  test  remains
r e l e v a n t  i n
c o n t e m p o r a r y
psychology  because  it
b y p a s s e s  v e r b a l
defenses and accesses
nonverbal,  emotional

m a t e r i a l .  I t  i s
particularly valuable in
work  with  children,
i n d i v i d u a l s  w i t h
c o m m u n i c a t i o n
disorders,  and  clients
who  are  resistant  to
traditional talk therapy.
T h e  H o u s e  T r e e
P e r s o n  T e s t
I n t e r p r e t a t i o n
Manual  has  evolved
over  the  yea rs  t o
i n c o r p o r a t e  n e w
research  on  human
development,  cross-
cultural  psychology,
and  trauma-informed
care.  Many  modern
manuals also integrate
digital  administration
tools,  al lowing  for
easier scoring and data
s t o r a g e  w h i l e
p r e s e r v i n g  t h e
qualitative  richness  of
the drawings.
In educational settings,
the  HTP  test  helps
school  psychologists
identify  emotional
d istress,  learning
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disabilities,  or  social
difficulties.  In  forensic
c o n t e x t s ,  i t  c a n
u n c o v e r  h i d d e n
host i l i ty ,  ident i ty
confusion,  or  trauma.
Art  therapists  use  the
test  to  guide  creative
interventions and track
therapeutic  progress.
A c r o s s  a l l  t h e s e
settings,  the  House
Tree  Person  Test
I n t e r p r e t a t i o n
Manual  serves  as  a
common  language  for
discussing  drawing-
based  assessment
results.

ETHICAL
CONSIDERATIONS
IN HTP
INTERPRETATION

Using  a  House  Tree
P e r s o n  T e s t
I n t e r p r e t a t i o n
Manual  responsibly
requ i res  a  s t rong
ethical  foundation.
Interpreters  should  be
properly  trained  in

projective  assessment
and  should  always
o b t a i n  i n f o r m e d
c o n s e n t  b e f o r e
administering the test.
The  results  should  be
communicated  with
care,  as  the  symbolic
nature of the drawings
can  be  misinterpreted
o r  c a u s e  u n d u e
distress  if  presented
without  appropriate
context.  The  manual
itself  often  includes
ethical  guidelines,
reminding  users  that
t h e  H T P  t e s t  i s  a
hypothesis-generating
tool,  not  a  diagnostic
instrument.  It  should
n e v e r  b e  u s e d  i n
isolation to make high-
stakes decisions about
custody,  employment,
or  legal  culpability.
Confidentiality  is
a n o t h e r  c r i t i c a l
concern. Drawings and
interpretations  should
be stored securely and
s h a r e d  o n l y  w i t h



14

14 House Tree Person Test
Interpretation Guide

2023-06-24

authorized  parties.
When  p resen t i ng
findings  in  written
r e p o r t s  o r  c o u r t

t e s t i m o n y ,  t h e
interpreter  should
describe the limitations
of the test


