House Tree Person Interpretation Elements



House
Mood of the house (level of warmth, accessibility.)
Is it humble and simple, or large and ostentatious?
 
Are there numerous details or is it sparse and empty?
Do details contribute to the general feeling of the house? Is the house accessible or closed?
 
Does it dominate the picture or is it small and placed to one corner of the page?
An extremely small house suggests rejection of the home life; an extremely large and dominating house might reflect view of the home as overly restrictive, and controlling.
 
Details
Roof: The roof is often considered to represent either a person’s fantasy life, or intellectual side. An extremely large roof suggests that a person is highly withdrawn or extremely involved with an inner world fantasy. If windows are drawn on the roof, the person might tend to view the environment through a world of fantasy images. The absence of a roof suggests a highly constricted, concrete orientation.
 
The doors and the windows
The doors and windows are the portions of the house that relates to the outside world. Small bolted- up houses, or barred windows are doors suggest that the person might be withdrawn, and inaccessible, or possibly suspicious or even hostile. This is further exaggerated if the doors and windows are entirely missing. An open door and/or many windows suggest strong needs for contact with others. However, if the indicators of openness are overdone, the person might be highly dependant. Very large windows, especially in the bedroom, or bathroom, suggests exhibitionism. The absence of windows on the HTP, in combination with several other features such as enlarged heads, absence of feet, and extremely geometric figures, have frequently been found in the drawings of abused children.
 
Chimney
A chimney can relate either to a person’s availability and warmth, or the degree of power and masculinity he or she feels. A missing chimney suggests passivity or a lack of psychological warmth in a person’s home life. Whereas normal amounts of smoke accentuate warmth in the home, an excessive amount of smoke suggest inner tensions, pent-up aggression, emotional turbulence, and conflict. However, interpretations or chimneys need to take into consideration biasing factors, such as geography (e.g., tropics) and season (summer vs. winter).
 
Accessories of the House
Pathways that are wide and lead directly to the door suggest the client is accessible, open, and direct. In contrast, the absence of a pathway indicates the client may be closed, distant and removed. Pathways that are long, and winding may reflect someone who is initially aloof, but can later warm up and become accessible. If the pathway is extremely wide, the client might initially express a superficial sense of friendliness but later become aloof and distant.
 
The presence of Fences suggests defensiveness.
If many irrelevant details are included, the client might be indicating strong needs to exercise a high degree of structure over his or her environment, perhaps because of an inner sense of insecurity.


Tree
Mood
Initially, a general impression of the tree can be obtained by noting its overall feel and tone. Based on this impression, an idea of the relationship the person has with his or her environment can be obtained.
How full, balanced, and harmonious, open, and integrated does the tree look?
If the tree is withered by the environment it might reflect a person who has been broken by external stress.
A tree with no branches suggests the person has little contacted with people.


Specific Features
The trunk can be seen as representing inner strength, self-esteem, and intactness of personality. The use of faint sketchy lines to represent the trunk indicates a sense of vulnerability, passivity, and insecurity. These same concerns might also be represented by shading on the trunk, or lines that are heavily reinforced (defensiveness) or perforated. Scars or knot-holes suggest traumatic experiences, and the age when the trauma occurred can often be determined by the relative height of the scar or knot-hole (i.e., a knot-hole halfway up the trunk, drawn by a ten-year-old suggests the trauma occurred at age five). Very thin trunks suggest a precarious level of adjustment. If the bark on the trunk is drawn very heavily, it suggests anxiety; bark that is extremely carefully drawn might reflect a rigid, compulsive personality. If the tree is split down the middle, a sever disintegration of the personality is suggested. 

The branches function as a means by which the tree extends itself out into and related to its environment. They reflect a person’s growth and degree of perceived resource. If the branches are moving upward, the person might be ambitious, and “reaching” for opportunities. Whereas downward- reaching (weeping willows) branches suggest low levels of energy. Branches that are cut represent a sense of being traumatized, and dead branches indicate feelings of emptiness, and hopelessness. Tiny branches suggest that the person experiences difficulty getting attention from his or her environment, and small branches might represent either new personal growth or psychological immaturity. If a tree house is drawn in the branches, the person might be expressing a need to escape from a threatening environment.

In contrast to the branches, the roof reflects the degree to which a person is settled and secure. The roots refer to the person’s hold on reality but also reflect a relationship to the past issues. If a person’s is having a difficult time “getting a grip” on life, the roots my be small and ineffective, or the drawing might compensate by making them piercing and talon like. Dead roots often indicate emptiness, and anxiety consistent with obsessive- compulsive, especially if there us excessive detailing in other areas.
 
Person
Cautions about the interpretations of specific signs

The hypothesis described in this section are those that based on the three major reviews of the literature (Kahill, 1984; Roback; 1968; Swenson, 1968), have produced at least some support. Research between 1984 and 1996 has also been consulted. The criterion for inclusion was that, at least, an equal number of studies had to support he hypothesis, compared with the number that failed to support it. In addition to the mere number of supportive versus non supportive studies, the quality and relevance of the studies were taken into account. Hypotheses that were not clearly supported are listed at the end of the section.

Before attempting interpretations of specific details, clinicians should observe a number of cautions. Most of the research has produced conflicting results for even the best of signs. Swenson (1968) explains the widely varying results as being consistent with the moderate to low reliabilities associated with both the occurrence of these signs (test-retest reliability) and the low agreement found with scoring them (interrater reliability). From a practical perspective this means any interpretation should be made tentatively. In particular, Handler’s (1985) advice to ask what a specific sign could mean rather than what it does mean should be heeded. Interpreters should also keep in mind the possibility that a sign may tale on specific meaning for a client and hereby lead to an idiosyncratic interpretation for that person, even though the sign may not be sufficiently supported in any normative sense. Clinicians who are comfortable with a more interactive, metaphorical approach might find the interpretation of specific signs to be a rich source of information about the client. At the same time, clinicians should be aware of the limitations and possible errors associated with clinical judgment. A final caution: The vast majority of the research on specific interpretive signs has been done on adults and adolescents. Thus, the use of personality assessment for children’s drawings should be approached with extreme caution, especially because the drawings of children may relate more to cognitive ability than to personality. Even when aspects of children’s drawings do relate to personality, it would be difficult to separate this relationship from the effects of cognitive ability.

Interpretations of Structure and Form
Size
Machover  (1949) hypothesized that the relative size of a drawing is related to a person’s level of self-esteem and energy. She speculated that extremely small, and miniaturized drawings reflect low self-concept, depression, and lack of energy. Moderately large drawings suggest higher levels of energy and self-esteem. If the drawing is extremely large, this suggests compensatory inflation, which is consistent with persons having energy levels characteristic of manics or persons with delusions of grandeur. If a male draws a much larger female figure than a male figure, Machover (1949) further hypothesizes that the person may be dominated by hos mother or mother-type figure, and /or may have difficulties with sexual indentity. Empirical research has produced inconsistent results but there has been moderate support fpr the view that size reflects varying levels of self-esteem, mood, anxiety level, and relative degree of self inflation. (Fox & Thomas, 1990, Kahill, 1984; Mitchell et al., 1993; Paine, Alves, & Tubin, 1985).

Detailing

Hammer (1954), Handler (1985), and Machover (1949) have all suggested that inclusion of an excessive number of details is consistent with persons who handle anxiety by becoming more obsessive. Thus, the number of details has been used as a rough index not only of anxiety but also of the style by which the person attempts to deal with his or her anxiety. In contrast, a noteworthy lack of detail suggests withdraw and a reduction of energy. A low number of details may also be consistent with persons who are mentally deficient, hesitant, or merely bored with the task  (Kahill, 1984; Mitchell et al., 1993). Especially emphasis on the mouth suggests either an immature personality with oral characteristics or verbal aggression. Although an emphasis on the mouth has not been found to be related to immature oral characteristics, there is some indication that the presence of teeth in combination with a slash representation the mouth suggests verbal (not physical) aggression (see Kahill, 1984).


Line Characteristics
The used to draw the figure can be conceptualized as the mall between the person’s environment and his or her body (Machover, 1949). It can thus reflect the person’s degree of insulation, vulnerability, or sensitivity to outside forces. Thick, heavily reinforced lines might be attempts to protect oneself from anxiety-provoking forces, and faint sketchy, thin lines might conversely represent insecurity and anxiety (Kahill, 1984; Mitchell et al., 1993)

Shading 
Machover (1949) and Hammer (1954) have hypothesized that shading represents anxiety. The specific area that is shaded is likely to suggest concern regarding that area. Thus a person who is self-conscience about his or her facial complexion might provide a high amount of shading on the face, or a person with concern regarding his or her breasts might similarly include more shading in this area (Burgess & Hartman, 1990; Kahill, 1984; Van Hutton, 1994). However, this interpretation should be made cautiously: a lack of shading in  specific areas does not mean that there is no anxiety regarding those areas. Shading might represent adaptation and adjustment in the drawings of persons who are merely trying to increase the quality of their drawing by emphasizing its three dimensional aspect.

Distortion 
Distortion in drawings occurs when the overall drawing or specific details are drawn in poor proportions, are disconnected, or are placed in inappropriate locations on the body. Hammer (1958) hypothesized that mild distortions reflect low self-concept, anxiety, and poor adjustment, and excessive distortions are characteristics of persons who have experienced a severe emotional upheaval. This has become one of the most strongly supported hypotheses (Chantler et al., 1993; Kahill, 1984; Roback, 1968; Swenson, 1968). In addition, distortion might occur as the result of neuropsychological deficit (Chapter 12) 

Chromatic drawings 
Some variations on administration suggests that, in addition to pencil drawings, the person should be requested to draw a person in color by using crayons or felt-tip pens. Hammer (1969) suggested that the use of colors would be more likely to reveal emotionally charged and primitive aspects of the person, particularly if he or she is under stress or pressure. Although this has been supported by two studies, it has so far not been fully researched. 


Hypotheses Not Supported
A number of traditional personality hypotheses related to the structure and  form of drawings have clearly not been supported. These include placement on the page, stance, perspective (where the person in the drawing is viewed from), number of erasures, omissions, degree of symmetry, and presence of transparencies.


Interpretations of Content

Sex of First-Drawn Figure
The body image hypothesis states that not only do clients indentify with the figure they have drawn, but this identification is likely to be the strongest for the subject they choose to have drawn first. Based on this hypothesis, Machover (1949) and Hammer (1954) suggest that  persons with clear gender identity will make the first drawing the same sex as themselves and persons with sexual –identity confusion will more often draw members of the opposite sex as themselves. Later research and theorists have indicated that this relationship is more complex (Houston & Terwilliger, (1995). For example Handler (1985) has suggested that, although gender confusion is a possibility, drawing the same sex person might also indicate additional issues such as strong attachment to/ dependency on a person of the opposite se, greater awareness of/ interest in persons of the opposite sex, or a poor self-concept.

Over the passed 40-years, the hypothesis that clients with sexual-identity confusion will draw the opposite sex person first has been tested by over 28 studies. The general consensus is that minimal support has been established. For example, in an early review, Brown & Tolor (1957) reported that 85% to 95% of a population of normal college males drew the same sex first as opposed to the 75% to 92 % of homosexuals. Although the percentage was slightly lower for homosexuals, the overlap between the two groups was sufficiently high to indicate that an unacceptably high rate of inaccuracies would occur if this were used to discriminate the two groups. Kahill (1984) reports that the most of the studies in her review investigating the more general distinction of sex-role identification or sex-role conflict have likewise not found significant relationships. The hypothesis if further complicated in that children quite frequently draw the opposite sex first but this gradually decreases in a teenagers. By late adolescence, individuals draw opposite sex persons first in percentages that approximate those adults. Specifically, a large-scale university survey found 92% of men, and only 64% of women drew the same sex first (Zaback & Waehler, 1994) this suggests that any interpretations of females or children should be made with the knowledge that drawing in which the opposite sex is drawn first occur quiet frequently within these groups. In addition to age and biological gender influencing masculinity/ femininity of drawings, the degree to which a person identifies with masculine, feminine or androgenous characteristics can also influence gender attributes of the drawing. (Aronof & McCormick, 1990) Houston and Terwilliger (1995) summarize that gender-related details of drawings can be influenced bu biological gender of the subject, culturally defined attitudes about gender, gender-role attitudes, or emotionally toned attitudes toward sexuality.  The above discussion is provided because sex of the first-drawn figure is one of the classic interpretive signs in human-figure drawings. However, the complexity of factors influencing the occurrence and expression of this sign clearly indicates that interpretations based on it should be considered with caution and flexibility. 

Mouth and Teeth
Intuitively, it might be conjectured that the manner in which subjects depict a figures mouth reveals their attitudes toward processing things from the world or how they express themselves verbally. Specifically, Machover, (1949) hypothesized that emphasis on the mouth suggests either an immature personality with oral characteristics, or verbal aggression.  Although an emphasis on the mouth has not been found to be related to immature oral characteristics, there is some indication that the presence of teeth in combination with a slash representing the mouth suggests verbal (but not physical) aggression (see Kahill, 1984).

Breasts

Breast emphasis was theorized to occur in the drawing of emotionally and psychosexually immature males (Machover, 1949).  However, breast emphasis in male drawings has been found in both normal and disturbed persons, so pathology should be inferred cautiously.  In drawing by females, breast emphasis has been found to occur more frequently in drawings by pubescent girls (Reirdan & Hoff, 1980) and pregnant women (Tolor & Digrazia, 1977).  In addition, emphasis on sexual characteristics (including breasts) has been found more frequently among children who have been sexually abused (Burgess & Hartman, 1990; Hibbard & Hartman, 1990; Van Hutton, 1994)

Nudity/Clothing

Hammer (1954) hypothesized that drawings of underclothed persons indicate “body narcissism” and possible a person who is self-absorbed to the point of being schizoid.  On a more global level, it might be a general sign of maladjustment particularly related to sexual difficulties among children (Van Hutton, 1994).  Although it has received some support, this interpretation is complicated in that either nudity or lack of clothing is sometimes found in the drawings of normals and frequently occurs in the drawings of artists.  Specific populations who would be expected to have bodily concerns have likewise been found to draw a high proportion of nude figures.  This includes 58% of the DAPs from pregnant women, 60% of those who have recently given birth, and 60% of those with gynecological problems. (Tolor & Digrazia, 1977).

Hypotheses Not Supported

The majority of the hypotheses relating to content of human-figure drawings have clearly not been given support.  This is partially due to the idiosyncratic meaning associated with many of the contents as well as the low reliabilities of these signs. Interpretation related to specific contents that have not been supported include those related to the head, head size, face, facial expression, hair, facial features (yes, ears, lips, nose), neck, contact features (arms, hands, legs, feet, toes), trunk, shoulders, anatomy indicators (internal glands, genital), hips/buttocks, waistline, and clothing details (buttons, earrings, heels, belt).

� Adapted from Gary Groth-Marnat, Handbook of psychological assessment, 3rd edition, John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 1997.





