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Thematic Apperception Test  – (Part – 2) 

Procedure 

The TAT is popularly known as the picture interpretation 
technique because it uses a series of provocative 
yet ambiguous pictures about which the subject is asked to 
tell a story. The TAT manual provides the administration 
instructions used by Murray, although these procedures are 
commonly altered. The subject is asked to tell as dramatic a 
story as they can for each picture presented, including the 
following: 

 what has led up to the event shown 

 what is happening at the moment 

 what the characters are feeling and thinking 

 what the outcome of the story was 

If these elements are omitted, particularly for children or 
individuals of low cognitive abilities, the evaluator may ask the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Picture


subject about them directly. Otherwise, the examiner is to 
avoid interjecting and should not answer questions about the 
content of the pictures. The examiner records stories verbatim 
for later interpretation. 

The complete version of the test contains 32 picture cards. 
Some of the cards show male figures, some female, some both 
male and female figures, some of ambiguous gender, some 
adults, some children, and some show no human figures at all. 
One card is completely blank and is used to elicit both a scene 
and a story about the given scene from the storyteller. 
Although the cards were originally designed to be matched to 
the subject in terms of age and gender, any card may be used 
with any subject. Murray hypothesized that stories would 
yield better information about a client if the majority of cards 
administered featured a character similar in age and gender to 
the client.  

Although Murray recommended using 20 cards, most 
practitioners choose a set of between 8 and 12 selected cards, 
either using cards that they feel are generally useful, or that 
they believe will encourage the subject's expression of 
emotional conflicts relevant to their specific history and 
situation. However, the examiner should aim to select a 
variety of cards in order to get a more global perspective of 
the storyteller and to avoid confirmation bias (i.e., finding only 
what you are looking for). 

Many of the TAT drawings consist of sets of themes such as: 
success and failure, competition and jealousy, feeling about 
relationships, aggression, and sexuality. These are usually 
depicted through picture cards 



Structure and Components of the TAT 

The TAT consists of a series of picture cards that are designed 
to be ambiguous and open to interpretation. Typically, 20 
cards are used in a session, although there are a total of 31 
cards in the complete test kit. Each card portrays a scene or 
situation that is open to interpretation—often involving 
people in emotionally charged or ambiguous circumstances. 
The scenes range from relatively neutral images to those that 
involve interpersonal conflict, anxiety, or emotional tension. 

In a typical administration, the subject is shown a selection of 
cards, one at a time, and asked to create a story for each card. 
They are prompted to describe: 

1. What is happening in the picture. 
2. What led up to the situation depicted. 
3. What the characters in the story are thinking and 

feeling. 
4. What will happen next. 

The stories are believed to be a projection of the individual’s 
own thoughts, feelings, desires, and conflicts. The stories are 
not necessarily about the literal interpretation of the picture 
but about how the individual relates the image to their own 
life experiences, desires, and emotions. For example, if a 
picture shows a person standing in a room looking out a 
window, the test subject may tell a story about feelings of 
isolation, longing, or anticipation, reflecting their own 
emotional state. 



Key Themes Analyzed in TAT Responses 

There are several psychological themes that the examiner 
looks for when analyzing the responses to TAT stories. These 
include: 

1. Interpersonal Relationships: How the individual views 
relationships with others is a crucial theme. Responses 
may reveal how the subject relates to family, friends, or 
romantic partners. Do they feel connected to others or 
isolated? Do they have a positive or negative view of 
relationships? 

2. Conflict and Resolution: How does the subject handle 
conflict? The stories may reflect how they cope with 
stress, frustration, and emotional tension. Are they able 
to resolve issues or do they avoid confronting them? 
Conflict might emerge in the narrative as a symbol for 
inner emotional struggles. 

3. Needs and Motivations: The stories can reveal 
unconscious needs and drives. For example, an 
individual’s story might reflect their desire for 
achievement, affiliation, or power. These needs might 
manifest in the way they interpret the characters’ actions 
in the pictures. 

4. Defense Mechanisms: The TAT can also be used to 
uncover an individual’s coping mechanisms or defense 
mechanisms, such as denial, projection, repression, or 
displacement. For instance, a person may tell a story in 
which a character is acting in a way that deflects 
attention from their own personal issues. 

5. Emotional States and Mental Health: By analyzing the 
themes and emotional tone of the stories, clinicians can 



gain insight into the individual’s emotional functioning. 
This may include depression, anxiety, or other emotional 
struggles. The degree of negative affect (sadness, anger, 
fear) versus positive affect (hope, joy, love) in the stories 
can be revealing. 

6. Fantasy vs. Reality: The TAT provides an opportunity to 
explore the boundary between fantasy and reality. Does 
the person’s story seem to dwell in unrealistic or overly 
idealized scenarios, or do they ground their narrative in 
real-world situations? Excessive fantasy can sometimes 
indicate a person’s struggle with facing reality or an 
attempt to escape from difficult emotions. 

Administration of the TAT 

In a standard TAT administration, the subject is asked to create 
stories based on a specific set of cards, typically over a period 
of 30 to 60 minutes. The test is conducted in a relaxed 
environment, with the goal being to make the individual feel 
comfortable and free to express themselves. 

The examiner does not provide explicit instructions on what 
the story should be about, which is a deliberate choice in order 
to allow the subject to express their true thoughts and feelings 
freely. While the subject is expected to narrate a story for each 
card, there are no correct or incorrect answers—only 
interpretations of the individual’s internal world. 

Interpretation of the TAT Responses 

The interpretation of TAT responses requires a high degree of 
clinical expertise. The stories generated are analyzed based 
on the themes, motives, and conflicts that emerge from the 



narrative. There is no single standardized method for scoring 
or interpreting TAT responses, making it highly subjective and 
dependent on the judgment of the clinician. 

Some common interpretative frameworks include: 

1. Content Analysis: This focuses on the themes that appear 
frequently across the responses. For example, if a person 
frequently tells stories about conflict, it may suggest that 
the individual is struggling with interpersonal issues or 
inner conflict. 

2. Psychodynamic Interpretation: Drawing on 
psychoanalytic theory, clinicians may focus on how the 
stories reflect unconscious desires, defense mechanisms, 
or unresolved conflicts. 

3. Need-Press Framework: Based on Murray’s theory, the 
responses are interpreted by examining the balance 
between the individual’s needs (e.g., need for 
achievement or affection) and the external pressures 
they face (e.g., environmental challenges or 
interpersonal expectations). 

Applications of the TAT 

The Thematic Apperception Test is widely used in various 
fields, including: 

1. Clinical Psychology: The TAT is commonly used in 
psychotherapy and counseling to gain insight into a 
patient’s emotional world, especially when the person 
may not be able to articulate their feelings directly. It can 
help identify psychological issues such as depression, 
anxiety, relationship problems, or personality disorders. 



2. Personality Assessment: The TAT is useful in assessing an 
individual’s personality structure, identifying traits such 
as introversion, extroversion, narcissism, or aggression. 
It can also reveal adaptive or maladaptive patterns of 
coping and behavior. 

3. Research: In addition to clinical use, the TAT has been 
used in psychological research to explore human 
motivation, emotional expression, and social behavior. 
Researchers may use it to investigate the role of 
personality traits in decision-making, leadership, or social 
interactions. 

4. Forensic Psychology: The TAT has also found applications 
in forensic settings, particularly in the assessment of 
individuals involved in legal matters, such as criminal 
cases. It can provide insight into the emotional and 
cognitive functioning of suspects or defendants. 

5. Child and Adolescent Psychology: The TAT has been 
adapted for use with children and adolescents. These age 
groups often have difficulty articulating their thoughts 
and emotions, and the TAT can provide valuable 
information about their psychological development, 
family dynamics, and social experiences. 

 


