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Definition of Projective Tests 

Projective tests are a category of psychological assessments designed to 
explore the underlying aspects of an individual's personality, including their 
emotions, desires, motivations, conflicts, and thought patterns. These tests 
rely on ambiguous stimuli (such as pictures, words, or incomplete sentences) 
that do not have a clear or definite meaning. The central premise of projective 
testing is that when individuals are exposed to these ambiguous stimuli, they 
project their own inner thoughts, feelings, and experiences onto them. 

Projective tests are used to uncover deeper psychological states that may not 
be accessible through more structured, self-report assessments like 
questionnaires. Since the stimuli are open to interpretation, it’s believed that 
the way a person responds reveals unconscious material, making projective 
tests particularly useful in clinical settings for assessing complex psychological 
issues such as personality disorders, emotional conflicts, and hidden fears. 

While projective tests have been influential in clinical psychology and 
psychoanalysis, they have also been subject to debate due to concerns over 
their validity, reliability, and subjectivity. Critics argue that these tests are 
difficult to standardize and interpret in a consistent manner. However, when 



used carefully by trained clinicians, they can provide valuable insights into a 
person’s emotional and psychological life. 

Types of Projective Tests 

Projective tests vary widely in terms of the stimuli they use and the type of 
information they seek to uncover. Below are some of the most well-known and 
widely used projective tests in psychology. 

1. Rorschach Inkblot Test 

Overview: 
The Rorschach Inkblot Test, created by Swiss psychiatrist Hermann Rorschach 
in 1921, is one of the most famous projective tests in psychology. The test 
consists of 10 inkblots, each made by folding paper and applying ink to it. The 
result is a symmetrical pattern, which is then used as the stimulus for the test. 

Procedure: 
A person is shown a series of inkblot images and is asked to describe what each 
image looks like or reminds them of. There are no right or wrong answers, and 
the responses are intended to reveal unconscious thoughts, feelings, and 
perceptions. 

Purpose: 
The test aims to explore aspects of personality, emotional functioning, and 
interpersonal dynamics. The idea is that the way individuals interpret these 
ambiguous images is influenced by their internal conflicts, desires, and 
emotional states. 

Interpretation: 
Responses are analyzed by looking at the content and structure of the 
answers, such as the themes, recurring motifs, and emotional tone of the 
interpretations. For example, if someone frequently sees aggressive or violent 
images, it may suggest that they have unresolved feelings of hostility or 
aggression. The Rorschach test is scored based on a variety of factors, including 
the type of response (e.g., human figures vs. animals), the emotional content 
of the responses, and the location of the response within the inkblot. 

2. Thematic Apperception Test (TAT) 

Overview: 
Developed by Henry Murray and Christiana Morgan in the 1930s, the Thematic 



Apperception Test (TAT) is another widely used projective test. It consists of 31 
black-and-white pictures depicting ambiguous scenes, typically involving 
people in social situations. The individual taking the test is asked to tell a story 
about each image, describing what is happening, what led up to the situation, 
what the characters are thinking, and what the outcome will be. 

Procedure: 
The TAT is often administered in a quiet and private setting. The individual is 
shown one picture at a time and asked to create a narrative around it. The 
stories they create are believed to reveal key aspects of their personality, such 
as their motivations, social relationships, conflicts, and coping mechanisms. 

Purpose: 
The goal of the TAT is to assess underlying psychological dynamics, such as 
desires, fears, interpersonal struggles, and unresolved conflicts. The test can 
provide insight into how the person views themselves and their relationships 
with others, as well as their emotional and motivational processes. 

Interpretation: 
Interpretation focuses on recurring themes in the stories, such as the presence 
of power dynamics, conflicts, or feelings of safety and danger. Analysts may 
also pay attention to the emotional tone of the stories (e.g., anxiety, hope, 
anger) and how the individual assigns roles to characters (e.g., victim, hero, 
antagonist). Themes related to personal identity, aspirations, and 
interpersonal issues often emerge from the narratives. 

3. Draw-A-Person Test (DAP) 

Overview: 
The Draw-A-Person Test (DAP) is a simple projective test in which individuals 
are asked to draw a picture of a person. The test is commonly used with 
children, though it can also be used with adults. Sometimes, the individual is 
asked to draw a man, a woman, or a child, or they may be instructed to draw a 
person in action, such as someone playing a sport. 

Procedure: 
The individual is given a piece of paper and drawing materials (usually a pencil 
and eraser) and is asked to draw a person. Depending on the instructions, the 
person may be asked to draw the figure in a specific way, such as adding 
details like clothes, facial features, or accessories. 



Purpose: 
The test is used to evaluate self-image, emotional functioning, and 
developmental stage. It is believed that the way a person draws the human 
figure reflects their self-concept, level of emotional maturity, and 
interpersonal relationships. For example, overly simplistic or distorted 
drawings may indicate insecurity, while detailed and accurate drawings may 
suggest a stable sense of self. 

Interpretation: 
Clinicians look for various features in the drawing, such as the size of the figure 
(e.g., very large or very small), the proportion of body parts (e.g., oversized 
heads or tiny limbs), the presence of details (e.g., clothes, facial expressions), 
and the emotional tone of the drawing. Inconsistent or exaggerated features 
may indicate emotional distress or personality traits like aggression or anxiety. 

4. Sentence Completion Test 

Overview: 
In the Sentence Completion Test, individuals are given a series of incomplete 
sentences and asked to complete them with the first thought that comes to 
mind. The sentences might include prompts like, "I am afraid when..." or 
"People who love me...". 

Procedure: 
The person is typically given a list of 20-40 incomplete sentences and asked to 
complete each one as quickly as possible. The responses may be brief or more 
elaborate, depending on the individual's personality and emotional state. 

Purpose: 
The goal of this test is to understand the person’s attitudes, fears, desires, and 
emotional responses to specific situations. It provides insight into how the 
individual perceives themselves, their relationships, and the world around 
them. 

Interpretation: 
Responses are analyzed for recurring themes or emotional undertones, such as 
themes of rejection, anger, or insecurity. The way someone completes 
sentences related to relationships, family, or achievement can provide clues 
about their psychological needs or conflicts. 

5. Word Association Test 



Overview: 
The Word Association Test is one of the simplest and oldest forms of projective 
testing. It involves presenting an individual with a series of words (often 
emotionally neutral) and asking them to respond with the first word that 
comes to mind. 

Procedure: 
The examiner reads out a list of words, one at a time, and the individual 
responds as quickly as possible with a word, phrase, or sentence that they 
associate with each stimulus word. 

Purpose: 
The Word Association Test aims to reveal unconscious associations, thoughts, 
and emotional reactions. The test is often used to uncover hidden feelings, 
anxieties, or preoccupations that the individual may not be fully aware of. 

Interpretation: 
Analysis focuses on the content and speed of the responses. For example, if a 
person responds to a neutral word like "tree" with "death," it may suggest a 
psychological conflict related to mortality or anxiety. Unusual or delayed 
responses may indicate psychological disturbances, while rapid responses can 
reflect an individual's emotional state or cognitive processes. 

6. Human Figure Drawing (HFD) Test 

Overview: 
Similar to the Draw-A-Person Test, the Human Figure Drawing (HFD) Test 
involves asking the person to draw a human figure, but it may include specific 
instructions, such as drawing a person in motion or representing themselves in 
a social context. 

Procedure: 
The individual is instructed to draw a human figure, often with specific 
instructions on attributes such as appearance, posture, or emotion. Sometimes 
the person is asked to draw several people or a specific type of figure (e.g., a 
child or an adult). 

Purpose: 
The test provides insight into the individual's self-concept, emotional life, and 
social relationships. It can also be used to assess developmental stage, 
emotional maturity, and potential psychological difficulties. 



Interpretation: 
As with other drawing tests, interpretation focuses on aspects such as 
proportions, posture, and detail. Analysts may look at whether the figure 
appears confident or submissive, whether it has exaggerated features, and 
whether there are any signs of anxiety or defensiveness. 

Conclusion 

Projective tests offer a valuable method for assessing the unconscious and 
emotional aspects of a person’s psychological makeup. Despite criticisms over 
their subjectivity, they remain widely used in clinical psychology for their ability 
to provide rich, in-depth insights into a person’s inner world. Each type of 
projective test utilizes different forms of ambiguous stimuli to elicit responses 
that reflect a person’s thoughts, feelings, and unconscious motivations. When 
used appropriately, projective tests can complement other forms of 
assessment and enhance a clinician’s understanding of an individual’s 
personality and emotional functioning. 


