
The detection of the "pre-delinquent" juvenile 1 

Comments on the Methodology of Research 

INTRODUCTION 

It is natural that the World Health Organization, 
which has always stressed the preventive aspects of 
health work, should adopt a similar attitude towards the 
psychiatric aspects of juvenile delinquency. 

Effective prevention must be based on a tested theory 
of etiology and it is the acquisition of such etiological 
knowledge that is of particular importance if the pre
vention of juvenile delinquency is to become more effec
tive. Etiological knowledge of this type can be acquired 
only by planned research, and psychiatric research in 
this field presents many methodological difficulties. 

It therefore seems appropriate, on the occasion of 
the United Nations Congress on Delinquency that the 
contribution of the World Health Organization should 
concentrate on the methodological problems of psychia
tric research of one problem of great importance for the 
prevention of crime, namely the detection of the " pre
delinquent juvenile". 

When delinquency is defined according to the behaviour 
of apprehended offenders, any population of delinquents 
will prove to be heterogeneous not only with respect 
to offences committed, but also with respect to person
alities. It would therefore appear that to essay the 
detection of pre-delinquent children would present an 
impossibly complex, not to say ridiculous, task. Never
theless, in so far as delinquents can·be classified according 
to their different developmental histories, it may prove 
possible to delineate certain pointers to future delin
quency in some of the classes so found, particularly 
when environmental factors are taken also into considera
tion. The purpose of such " detection " of " pre
delinquents " is to make endeavours at earlier treatment 
and control, on the assumption that earlier treatment 
will be more effective and that growth in the wrong 
direction may be prevented thereby. It is important 
to realize at the present stage of our knowledge that 
this is an assumption, the proof of which is yet to be 
adduced. Certain evidence indicated below tends to 
bear out the general hypothesis, but we are as yet not 
able to indicate clearly in which areas such effort is 
likely to be maximally effective nor in which types of 
personality, except in certain special categories. 

The matter is further complicated by known facts 
concerning undetected delinquency. Court statistics 
reflect only a small portion of offending children-for 

1 Report submitted by the World Health Organization to the 
first United Nations Congress on the Prevention of Crime and the 
Treatment of Offenders, Geneva, 22 August to 3 September 1955. 
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example: one extensive study in Boston,2 of children 
who have never been reported, has shown an incidence 
of undetected violations of laws equal to more than 
half the number of violations found in a comparable 
group of apprehended delinquents. Another extensive 
and apparently reliable study of older youths in Texas,3 

shows that the " delinquencies " of non-apprehended 
college students were apparently as serious, although 
not as frequent, as those of youths in the court. What 
is the difference, then, between an official, legal delin
quent and any other child? Are the legal delinquents 
more delinquent? Do they commit offences which carry 
with them some tendency to detection-unconsciously 
motivated, perhaps-or are they just unlucky? Until 
the extent of this problem can be gauged there seems 
little hope that states or symptoms of pre-delinquency 
can be accurately delineated through a study of appre
hended delinquents. When pre-delinquent criteria are 
adduced from a study of known delinquents only, then 
their application will result in the labelling of " pre
delinquent " of many children who will never appear 
before courts. Whether or not it is desirable to cast 
the net so widely will depend on the answers to other 
questions as yet unanswered-the fate, in terms of mental 
health, of children showing these apparently untoward 
symptoms, the extent to which treatment, if applied, is 
efficacious, and what methods might be used. 4 The 
discussion and solution of these problems may be partly 
facilitated by the adoption of a psychological criterion 
of delinquency in any group to be studied, but such a 
re-definition of delinquency will present other practical 
and theoretical difficulties in its turn. 

THE PSYCHIATRIC DEFINITION OF A DELINQUENT 

The definition of a disease category in psychiatry is 
beset by many difficulties. All of the so-called beha
vioural disorders have a multiple etiology; casual factors 
arising from undefined constitutional differences and 
from environmental influences-both physical and social 
-combine to produce attitudes and character traits 

2 Murphy, F. J., Shirley, M. M. and Witmer, H. L., " The 
incidence of hidden delinquency ", American Journal of Ortho
psychiatry, 1946, Vol. XVI, 4, pp. 686-696. 

3 Porterfield, A. L., " Delinquency and its outcome in court 
and college", American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, Vol. XIV, 
2, pp. 368-369. 

4 The experiences of the Cambridge-Somerville Youth Study 
show the complexity of the problems. See Powers, E., " An 
Experiment in prevention of delinquency", Annals of the American 
Academy of Political and Social Science, 1949, Vol. 261, pp. 77-88. 



which become possessed of a relative stability. These 
in turn become modified by the response of the person
ality to the perceived environment, producing the overt 
behaviour and phantasy life of each individual. Because 
of this casual complexity it is not possible to define 
disorders according to isolated etiological elements nor 
is it easy to delineate symptom patterns which can 
be used as labelled categories with any degree of 
precision. 

However, an attempt may be made to classify by 
symptomatology. Such classification is not markedly 
useful so long as we consider the manifest, superficial, 
behaviours of our subjects, but becomes increasingly 
valuable as we obtain a deeper insight into the attitudes 
and feelings which are the antecedents of behavioural 
action, so that classification is made by an ordering of 
these antecedents. 

In the case of delinquent behaviour, one may assume 
that behind acts of stealing, violence and rebelliousness 
lies an attitude of opposition to persons or society. 
:>sychologically viewed, an act of infringement of the 
1w is not delinquent unless it is purposeful; an acci-
ental infringement of a code or regulation may not 

c trry any psychological implication of an attitude of 
i tended infringement. Conversely, an intentional aggres
si ·e or anti-social act may not be legally culpable, although 
th! intent and motivation is similar to that of another 
w o offends in the legal sense. A psychological defini
tion of a delinquent act lies in the consideration of the 
motivations of that act. All acts which are consciously 
or unconsciously directed against the legal code are 
psychologically delinquent whether detected and punished 
or not, but these do not comprise all those which the 
psychologist regards as delinquent: there are many acts 
directed against persons or society which are not punish
able by law. 

We may subsume all acts motivated against persons 
as aggressive acts, and these include the behaviours of 
" delinquents ". Our task then becomes to classify 
those engaging in such acts, and this may be done not 
through a consideration of their physical nature but by 
their patterns of occurrence in each individual, taking 
into account the environmental circumstances surround
ing them and the age of the child. 

Behaviour patterns may be further classified according 
to their repetitiveness in any one individual-repetitive
ness being the characteristic of a large class of mentally 
ill persons-and by their deeper motivational elements. 
Thus. one can distinguish repetitive patterns directed 
only against particular classes of individuals-the cha
racteristic of the neurotic delinquent-or those which 
are more diffuse and wayward, stemming from an 
unconscious need for aggressive actions in general
characteristic of the " delinquent character". The 
diffuseness of the objects against which the behaviour 
is directed betrays the deep nature of the origin of the 
delinquent character defect, and leads to the hypothesis 
that the true delinquent character is largely formed as 
a consequence of developmental disturbance arising 
earlier than the neurotic fixations; and probably even 
earlier than paranoid or depressive positions are formed. 
Psychoanalysis of certain delinquents lends support to 
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this theory, as do characterological and developmental 
studies.5 

Of those persons who manifest repetitive acts against 
persons or society, some are technically neurotic-their 
offensive acts being directed against specific persons 
involved in their neurotic complex; some have disorders 
which are more closely related to the schizophrenias, 
in which the offensive acts are merely incidental; others 
have a more diffuse extraverted aggression which shows 
itself in acts directed against persons of many types, 
property ideals, institutions, or even society in general. 
These latter are the true psychological delinquents, a 
large and still heterogeneous group. In practice there 
are found many intermediate or transitional types 
between any or all of these three classes, together with 
transitional types between each of the three and the 
" accidental " delinquent. 

Furthermore, a subnormal degree of intelligence in a 
person may lead to a relative lack of social control and 
consequently to offensive acts. In such persons the 
delinquency is merely a complication of their central 
disorder, intellectual insufficiency. In countries where 
services for the care and education of the mentally sub
normal are not well developed, these persons will more 
easily come into conflict with the law; consequently, 
a survey of legal delinquents in such a country will 
show a large proportion of the dull and defective. Con
versely, when services for the subnormal are well deve
loped, the intelligence of a representative sample of 
legal delinquents will show a mean value equal to that 
of the non-delinquent population. One of the general 
measures for the social control of delinquency lies in 
providing for diagnosis, treatment and education of 
children of subnormal intelligence. 

Occasional anti-social or illegal behaviour may also 
be manifest in those with other psychiatric disturbances 
-particularly seen in children suffering from the varieties 
of psychoneuroses and psychoses. In such cases the 
early detection and prevention of the occasional anti
social conduct displayed can be sought through an 
understanding of the now well-known psychodynamics 
of these syndromes, through methods of case-finding 
available to child guidance clinics and school psycho
logical services, and through methods of psychiat~ic 
treatment which are aimed at the total personahty 
disorder, the disappearance of delinquent conduct being 
an incidental result of the therapeutic action. 

In theory, such therapy is relatively simple, but in 
practice the delineation of these special groups from any 
population of children with conduct disorders is not 
easy without extensive di~gnostic services-in . any ca~e 
a large residue of true delinquent syndromes will remam 
whose psychopathology is less well understood and 
whose treatment is less effective. 

s Bowlby J. "Forty-four juvenile thieves", International 
' ' A "Th Journal of Psycho-analysis, 1944, 25, pp. 19-53; Peto, .. , e 

interrelations of delinquency and neurosis : the analysis of two 
cases", British Journal of Medical Psychology, 1954, Vol. XXVII, 
Pt. 1 and 2, pp. 1-14. 



METHODS OF RESEARCH INTO THE GENESIS OF DELINQUENCY 

(a) The longitudinal method 

The essence of the longitudinal method in develop
mental research consists of repeated observation and 
examination of the same individuals. The selection of 
the individuals to be examined will, of course, be crucial 
in the extrapolation of the results to a wider population. 
This point has proved to be the bugbear of all researches 
of this type. In its extreme form, one may allude to 
the developmental researches of child psychoanalysts. 
It is true that the knowledge of development in their 
subjects is not entirely obtained through observation. 
Indeed, in the normal psychoanalytic investigation the 
knowledge is largely derived from history-taking and 
consequently recall either by the subjects or by those 
in their intimate circles, but in so far as this recall is 
an accurate picture of the past-and the researcher is 
entitled to have some good judgment on this point
the method is basically longitudinal. The difficulty 
lies in the generalization of the findings. When the 
subjects are selected by reason of their referral for 
untoward symptoms, one cannot, with any assessable 
degree of certainty, apply the findings to children who 
have not been so referred; neither can one generalize 
from studies of neurotic children to construct develop
mental pictures of, for instance, delinquents. The 
strength of the method, however, rests on the assumption 
that one can generalize within behavioural classes; that 
is, that findings from the examination of a sample of 
delinquent children can be extrapolated to provide work
ing hypotheses for the understanding of other children 
with like behavioural manifestations. In so far as the 
classification chosen for theorizing is valid and definable, 
the findings-provided they are themselves accurately 
and reliably observed or deduced-will be important. 

Whether the findings and developmental reconstruc
tions are valid or not must be judged from the total 
context of experience in such methods and from _the 
consistency of the general developmental theoretical 
structure in which the researcher operates. It is true 
that there are serious doctrinal differences between 
theories in this field, but these differences should be 
regarded as temporary and a reflection of the relative 
newness of the science. 

In comparing such a retrospective longitudinal method 
-accepting the weaknesses of its data-with a directly 
observational longitudinal method, it should be noted 
that the strength of the former method lies in the easy 
and relevant section of the population to be examined. 
A directly observational longitudinal method must 
aim at a random selection of subjects; of these, some 
will prove to be delinquent, and . data will have to _be 
collected which is relative to their development which 
can be compared and contrasted with the non-delinquents 
in the observed sample. There are t~o pra_ctical we~k
nesses in this method: first, the relative ranty . of delm
quents appearing in the observ~d population and, 
secondly, the influence of the stu~y itself on t_he develop
ment of the child. This latter mfluence will be, even 
in the best or least disturbing conditions, unassessable. 
At worst-from the point of view of a developmental 
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study of " abnormal " children-it may invalidate the 
findings completely by providing a therapeutically 
oriented influence. This might occur in studies where 
the families subjected to observation are recruited often 
before a child is born, and are self-selected according 
to their willingness to co-operate in the research. 

A third technical difficulty in long-term develop
mental studies, which is not necessarily so serious, lies 
in the choice of factors to be observed and recorded. 
One may attempt to observe everything that might be 
relevant to a number of research problems-thus gain
ing time by dealing with a large number of possible 
developmental hypotheses or theories-or one may 
seek - specific observations directed by a specifically 
deductive set of hypotheses previously set up. The 
method is the most efficient when dealing with problems 
of causal relationships where the cause and effect process 
is brief in time, but it becomes increasingly cumber
some when long periods are involved and when the 
observations and hypotheses are complex. However, 
this can be to some extent overcome by using spaced 
examinations-usual in studies of cultural anthropology 
-but it is then more difficult to retain the original 
sample of specified individuals which is so necessary 
for deep clinical study. As far as is known, there are 
no such studies in progress directed particularly towards 
the delinquency problems of European-type cultures, 
but some direction for future work may be gained from 
anthropological methodologies. 

When one is able to deal with certain specific and 
measurable characteristics in children, the longitudinal 
method has clear advantages. An example may be 
taken from recent studies in electroencephalography. 
In the examination of criminals and psychopathic patients, 
it has been noted that a large proportion of them mani
fest certain characteristic wave-formations in the electro
encephalogram. These specific findings occur withi_n 
psychopathic samples with a higher incidence than 1s 
found in normals. The hypothesis may then be set up 
that this specific wave characteristic is in some way 
related to delinquent conduct and a random sample of 
children can be examined. By this method, the distribu
tion of the characteristic within a population can be 
adduced and the progress of the characteristic can be 
followed through different age samples and through. the 
same sample of children at different ages. The findmgs 
in this case confirm the association between the electro
encephalography characteristic and delinquent be?a
viour, and lead to the delineation of a number of child
ren who may be regarded as being potential delinquents. 
This method is relatively pure and quantitative from a 
methodological point of view because the characteristic 
in question is one that can be demonstrated by repeat~d 
examination but it should be observed that such punty 
is not ofte~ found with respect to the psychological 
and cultural characteristics which may be hypothesized 
in the causation of delinquent conduct. 

It should be noted that many other longitudinal 
studies exist which commence with a sample of delin
quents and follow them over a period of years.6 Such 

s Glueck, S. and Glueck, E. T., One Thousand Juvenile_ Del!n
quents: Their Treatment by Court and Clinic, Harvard Umvers1ty 
Press, 1934. 



studies tend to define more clearly the patterns of delin
quent behaviour and their occurrence in society rather 
than to reveal early etiological factors, and are essen
tially epidemiological in their aims. 

(b) Comparative methods 

. The well-known researches of the Gluecks 7 reported 
m Unravelling Juvenile Delinquency were based on a 
comparative study of 500 delinquents and 500 matched 
controls. The study sought to measure the differences 
between the two samples in respect to a large number of 
measurements and assessments which were judged, a 
priori, to be important. From a study of these differ
ences prediction tables were compiled which, if applied 
to individuals, indicate a certain probability that delin
quency may occur. These tables are conceived as guides 
which might be of use in determining whether a child 
should be further examined by individual psychological
psychiatric techniques. Should these tables prove to 
be successful, then something has been discovered which 
directly relates to the problem of the detection of the 
pre-delinquent. 

The age of the child at which such predictive factors 
~ay ~e al:'plied is essentially the age covered by the pilot 
mvestlgat10n, and may be too close to the age at which 
manifest "legal" delinquency is seen. For instance, 
the histories taken during this research led the authors 
to state that the earliest delinquent manifestations 
occurred most frequently at six to nine years. Their 
examinations were accurate and easily quantifiable 
about occurrences around the age of examination, 
twelve years; only the data of "social background" 
used for the prediction tables stretched back into the 
presumptively pre-delinquent period. To have adduced 
more data than was actually taken, covering the infancy, 
pre-school, and early school periods, would have led 
to problems outside the scope of the study. 

More systematic study of the early lives of delinquent 
children was shown in Lewis's 8 study of a sample of 
institutionalized children in England. This study, and 
the previous study of Carr-Saunders et al 9 were not pure 
examples of the comparative method, as matched con
trols were not used. However, as their samples were 
heterogeneous, some " control " could be made through 
a comparison of different sub-groups in the samples. 
For example, Lewis, in evaluating mother-child separa
tion as an etiological factor, found a proportion of her 
sample to have had serious separation factors, as shown 
by their histories, and that this group evidenced more 
serious symptoms. However, separation factors are not 
inevitably followed by delinquent behaviour. The 
position is indeed that a large variety of abnormal beha
viours may in some way result from disturbances of 
mother-child relationships of which delinquent beha
viour is only one manifestation. The tracing of per-

7 Glueck, S. and Glueck, E. T., Unravelling Juvenile Delinquency, 
The Commonwealth Fund, New York, 1950. 

8 Lewis, H., Deprived Children: the Mersham Experiment. A 
Social and Clinical Study, London, 1954. 

9 Carr-Saunders, A. M., Mannheim, H. and Rhodes, E. C., 
Young Offenders: An Enquiry into Juvenile Delinquency, Cambridge, 
1943. 
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sonality development as influenced by such early separa
tions will be alluded to later. 

(c) Experimental methods 

A typic~l exper_imental met~od is exemplified by setting 
up a specific social therapeutic action in a certain area 
both the methods of therapy and the detection of child: 
ren and families to be submitted to such treatment being 
based on theoretical considerations. The results of the 
social t~erapeutic action can thus be followed by the 
cha°:ge m the rates of detected delinquents in the thera
peutic areas. An example of this kind of social experi
ment is seen in New South Wales, where all truancy cases 
are reported immediately to a child welfare officer, who 
takes whatever therapeutic action is within his means 
through the social work methods, clinical referrals etc. 
In the areas in which child welfare officers have 'been 
working, on the hypothesis that truancy is a common 
first symptom in delinquents, the delinquency incidence 
has fallen sharply over a period of several years. In 
so far as the case finding technique is based on a clear 
hy~othesis, the results of the experiment lend support 
to it and offer some hope that pre-delinquent conduct 
may thereby be detected and treated. There is no 
doubt that this method, if conceived as an experiment, 
can lead to findings which throw light on the whole 
p~oblem. It should be noted, however, that it is again 
difficult to extrapolate such findings. It may be justifi
able on the basis of the New South Wales experiments 
to conclude that truancy is a common pre-delinquent 
symptom in that area, but no data are provided as to 
y,hether truancy is a common pre-delinquent symptom 
m any other area. Indeed, our knowledge of cultural 
differences would lead us to suspect that this is not so 
in_ some other countries. 

The Cambridge-Somerville Study 10 provides an 
example of a social experiment based on control groups. 
Basically this study was a ten-year research project 
involving the application of social work techniques to 
tw<? groups of boys, one thought to consist of pre
dehnquents and the other not. Unfortunately, owing 
to difficulties of sampling, difficulties of follow-up and 
perhaps lack of intensity in the social work help avail
able, little difference was found between the two groups. 
If one _had examined only the "pre-~elinquent" group, 
one might have come to the conclusion that the treat
ment programme was to some extent effective in that 
many of the children in this group did not become delin
quent. However, when one compared the actual find
ings with those of the control group, it was seen that 
this optimistic outlook could not be sustained. The 
value of a control group in this kind of social experi
mental research was therefore sharply demonstrated. 
One should note, however, that in the case of the work 
in New South Wales, automatic control groups are 
provided by areas in which no social therapeutic action 
is taken and the conclusion that delinquency was pre
vented by action taken as a result of truancy detection 
is made not only from the fall in delinquency rate in the 
therapeutic areas but from the persistence of the delin
quency rates in the areas not so treated. 

10 Powers, op. cit. 



(d) Clinical psychiatric methods 

The history of the development of psychiatric know
ledge shows two trends; first, the development of a 
useful classification of mentally abnormal persons and, 
second, a deeper understanding of the motivations of 
their conduct. For example, in the history of our know
ledge relating to schizophrenia, we see the importance 
of the taxonomy of Kraepelin, who distinguished be
tween the group of schizophrenic syndromes, the group 
of manic depressive syndromes and the organic cerebral 
disorders. This was followed by more precise descrip
tions of various types of schizophrenia and their natural 
developmental histories in individuals by Bleuler, 
followed by more intensive work through psychoanalytic 
methods, which led not only to a deeper understanding 
of the mechanisms, but also to a more succinct classifica
tion of different types of mechanisms. The therapeutic 
endeavours of Rosen, based on psychoanalytic theory, 
again lead to a better understanding of classification 
in relation to therapeutic possibilities. Similarly, the 
basic classification of neurotic states provided by Freud 
-particularly the differentiation of the transference 
neuroses-has led to more intensive work on the psycho
pathology of hysterical states. The separation and 
ordering of hysterical mechanisms has led to a deeper 
understanding of the therapeutic possibilities and to a 
classification of mechanisms; this classification can 
again be used in therapy and can provide further etio
logical hypotheses. The demonstration of the thera
peutic potentialities which arose from this deeper under
standing has been seen in the treatment of hysterical 
persons in the armed forces during the recent war. 

The methodology can be seen in three stages: first 
an examination of the grossly abnormal with the con
struction of taxonomic and etiological hypotheses, 
secondly the observation of the developmental processes 
hypothesized in the infant and their subsequent refine
ment and, thirdly, the discovery of these processes in 
their minor forms in the total personalities of adults, 
both normal and abnormal. This latter phase leads 
to a new concept of abnormality; many of the mecha
nisms are seen to be part of the natural development of 
all individuals and the abnormality of the ill person 
consists not so much in his having those characteristics 
but in their intensity, fixity and duration within his 
total behaviour. 

A closer examination of psychiatric research in delin
quency shows tremendous weaknesses. The total amount 
of psychoanalytic work in this field is quantitatively 
far less than in the other psychiatric areas. Certainly 
Aichhorn has been fruitful in hypotheses; Bowlby's 
study of affectionless juvenile thieves 11 has led on to the 
various hypotheses utilized in the separation studies; 
Peto's analysis 12 of two" reformed" professional crim
inals-one neurotic and the other psychotic as a 
result of their reformation-has led him to hypotheses 
about the developmental stages involved in the crimino
genic mechanisms. 

At the second stage-dependent on hypotheses from 
the first-we find very few studies specifically designed 

11 Bowlby, op. cit. 
12 Peto, op. cit. 
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to test hypotheses and to elaborate theories. Amongst 
those deliberately planned in a relatively pure theoretical 
design we find the separation researches.13 The diffi
culties of research into the field of delinquency etiology 
are greater than in other psychopathological · states 
because the characteristic " delinquent " mechanisms 
commence earlier in the child's development. 
, As the first stage is relatively weak and the second 

stage correspondingly incomplete, the next stage-fitting 
the data to the personalities of the varieties of so-called 
normal persons, is almost non-existent; it is only after 
this stage that a clear concept of delinquency-defined 
psychologically-<.:an be set up. 

Additional to the problem of genetic and develop
mental etiology is the question of breakdown. Similar 
personalities when exposed to different contempora
neous influences may respond differently, so that one 
may exhibit symptoms while another may remain socially 
adapted or even dynamically stable. A good deal is 
known about the mechanisms of breakdown in common 
types of neuroses but relatively little is known of any 
of the disorders showing extraverted symptoms-para
noia, paranoid schizophrenia and delinquency being the 
outstanding syndromes of this class. Assuming that in 
any population there are a number of potential neurotics, 
psychotics and delinquents, the social psychologist, in 
his search for the factors causing breakdown, has en
deavoured to understand the social structure in terms 
of its meaning for the individuals within it. This work 
has, at first, elicited all the obvious evidences of social 
structure-economics, group formations, power relation
ships, ideologies, identifications, role-taking, etc. and 
secondly has sought to discover which of these elements 
of social structure are relevant and important for the 
development of the individual. The examination of the 
social structure by observers does not necessarily de
scribe the structure as perceived by the individuals and the 
discrepancy between the observer's structure and the 
subjective structure of the individuals under examina
tion creates a technical difficulty for which there are, 
at present, only partial solutions. Lewin has shown 
one method of approaching this problem, by an analysis 
of the behavioural changes in groups which are to some 
degree caused by experimental changes. Many studies 
of social structure can be criticized on these grounds: 
that the elements of the social structure are selected and 
classified by the observer without precise relation to 
their meaning for the individual subjects composing the 
social group; or that the meaning for the individuals 
is assumed without the individual analysis-apperceptive 
or operational-necessary to relate the observational 
data to the personalities. 

Various attempts have been made to overcome this 
difficulty by using interviewing data exclusively for the 
depiction of the social structure-thus constructing a 
culture based entirely on perceptions of the individuals 
within it and therefore one which is, in all its aspects, 
composed of elements which are meaningful. These 

13 Bowlby, J., Maternal Care and Mental Health, World Health 
Organization : Monograph Series, 1952; Spitz, R. A., and Wolf, 
K. M., "The smiling response", Genetic Psychology Monograph, 
34, 1946, pp. 57-123; Aubry, J., La Carence de Soins maternels, 
Centre International de l'Enfance, 1955. 



studies remove one of the difficulties-the imposition 
of the research worker's " structure " on the society, 
although he cannot remain free from imposing his own 
sampling and classification on the extensive material. 
When analysed on a longitudinal basis such studies 
can show the development of role-taking in children 14 

and can lead to hypotheses for further motivational 
researches. 

One basic difficulty in all this work is, however, the 
incompleteness of the data in respect to unconscious 
determinants, and the data are limited by the depth of 
the observational or interviewing techniques used. One 
partial remedy is to extend considerably the interviewing 
techniques and to use such additional tools as Rorschach 
testing. 

The work to date shows up deficiencies in our know
ledge of ordinary child development in its role-taking 
and reactive aspects. Many neurotics break down at 
adolescence, many mildly delinquent children become 
major delinquents at this phase, and our systematic 
knowledge of why and what produces the breakdown 
is negligible. 

CONCLUSIONS 

In summarizing the position concerning psychiatric 
research relevant to the detection of the " pre
delinquent" child, the main weaknesses noted are: 

(a) A paucity of published reports of complete psycho
analyses from which dynamic hypotheses may be made, 
and from which might be adduced differences between 
undetected and manifest delinquency; 

(b) A relative insufficiency of observational studies 
with infants into behaviour which is, hypothetically, a 
primitive manifestation of mechanisms which underlie 
delinquent conduct; 

(c) Because of (a) and (b) an inability to understand 
the changes at the point of breakdown of a personality, 
and an inability to understand the mechanisms at the 
moment of the impulsive delinquent act; 

(d) A weakness of knowledge of normal personality 
development; in practice, particularly important at 
adolescence; 

14 Herbst, P., "The . measurement of family relationships", 
Human Relations, 1952, pp. 3-35. 

(e) A relative lack of precise conceptalizations in the 
recent, but rapidly developing field of social psychology; 

(f) A lack of appreciation of the application of 
taxonomic methodology to the definition of problems 
thrown up by the use of " depth-psychological " data in 
place of superficial behavioural traits. 

Apart from the expansion of empirical researches 
devised within detection and control programmes, one 
cannot expect much progress in researches involving 
more intense individual examinations until certain deve
lopments occur in the sociological and psychological 
sciences. There are evident indications that certain 
basic problems are receiving attention by workers in 
those fields which may be related to delinquency. 

(a) Modern anthropological studies on culture trans
mission are employing operational concepts and methods 
which can be transferred almost directly to the more 
complex cultures in which delinquency is a feature. 

(b) The psycho-analytic concepts of transference and 
counter-transference are crucial not only to the ques
tions of elucidating the deficiencies in human relation
ships manifested by delinquent characters, but to the 
possibilities of effective treatment. These concepts are 
predominant in discussions in psychoanalytic circles. 

(c) Modern social psychology is becoming increas
ingly adept in the use of concepts of social structure and 
social role, so that researches in the areas of attitudes 
and relationships are becoming more precise and more 
fruitful. 

(d) The discovery of new techniques in analysis of 
variance 15 and their application to clinical problems in 
schizophrenia by Beck and others 16 has shown that 
taxonomic systems in psychopathology are possible; 
this kind of work can be repeated in the field of delin
quency, so that basic problems in detection can be 
clarified, leading to precise experimental work on rela
tively small samples, which, in turn, can lead to the 
construction of empirical social researches directly con
cerned with prevention. 

16 Stephenson, W., The Study of Behaviour. Q-technique and 
its methodology, 1953. 

18 Beck, S. J., " The six schizophrenias : reaction patterns in 
children and adults", American Orthopsychiatric Association, 1954. 

RESUME 

Selon les auteurs de cette etude, pour etre efficace, 
!'action preventive doit reposer sur une theorie etiolo
gique eprouvee, et !'acquisition de connaissances etio
logiques est d'une importance decisive si l'on veut pre
venir plus efficacement la delinquance juvenile. Ces 
connaissances ne peuvent s'acquerir que par une recher
che planifiee, et la recherche psychiatrique dans ce 
domaine se heurte a de nombreuses difficultes de methode. 
L'etude examine Jes problemes metbodologiques que 
pose la recherche psychiatrique dans le domaine du 
depistage du jeune « predelinquant ». 

Si l'on definit la delinquance d'apres le comportement 
des sujets apprehendes, on constate que toute popula-
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tion de delinquants se revele heterogene non seulement 
quant a la nature des delits, mais aussi quant a la per
sonnalite des individus. On serait done en droit de penser 
que tout essai de depistage des enfants « predelinquants » 
constitue une tache extremement complexe. On estime 
toutefois que, dans la mesure ou les delinquants peuvent 
etre classes selon leurs antecedents respectifs, il peut etre 
possible de deceler, a certains signes, les futurs delin
quants dans certaines des categories ainsi etablies, en 
particulier lorsqu'on prend aussi en consideration le 
facteur «milieu». Ce qu'on recherche, par ce « depis
tage » des « predelinquants », c'est a instituer plus tot 
le traitement et la protection, en partant de l'idee que 



le traitement est d'autant plus efficace qu'il est plus pre
coce et qu'il est possible de prevenir une evolution 
dangereuse. L'etude insiste sur le fait que, dans l'etat 
actuel de nos connaissances, il s'agit la d'une hypothese 
dont !'exactitude reste a prouver. 

Apres un examen de la definition psychiatrique de 
la delinquance, l'etude indique quatre categories de 
methodes de recherches sur la genese de la delinquance 
et les difficultes que chacune d'elles presente. Ces metho
des sont la methode longitudinale, Jes methodes compa
ratives, les methodes experimentales et Jes methodes de 
psychiatrie clinique. 

La conclusion indique Jes principaux points faibles 
des recherches psychiatriques appliquees au depistage 
de l'enfant « predelinquant »: 

On ne dispose pas d'un nombre suffisant de rapports 
psychanalytiques complets qui permettraient !'elabora
tion d'hypotheses dynamiques et il existe peu d'etudes 
contenant des observations sur le comportement des 
enfants en bas age. Du fait de ces lacunes, on n'est pas 
en mesure de comprendre les changements qui sur
viennent au point de depression d'une personnalite et 
ce qui se passe au moment de la commission de l'acte 
delictueux impulsif. En outre, on connait mal le develop
pement de la personnalite normale et, dans une certaine 
mesure, on manque de notions precises dans le domaine, 
en voie de developpement rapide, que constitue la psycho-

logie sociale. Enfin, on n'a pas suffisamment saisi l'inte
ret qu'il y aurait a appliquer les methodes taxonomiques 
a la definition des problemes que pose le recours aux 
donnees de la « psychologie des profondeurs ». 

II ne faut pas s'attendre que les recherches impli
quant des examens individuels plus pousses fassent 
beaucoup de progres sans un certain perfectionnement 
des sciences sociologiques et psychologiques. On se 
preoccupe, toutefois, de certains problemes fondamen
taux dans Jes domaines qui peuvent avoir des rapports 
avec la delinquance. Les etudes ethnologiques modernes 
sur la transmission des cultures utilisent des concepts 
et des methodes fonctionnels qui peuvent etre transposes 
presque directement dans les cultures plus complexes 
dont la delinquance est une caracteristique. Le concept 
psychanalytique de transfert, positif ou negatif, est d 'un 
interet capital, non seulement quand il s'agit d'expliquer 
les carences que revele la personnalite des delinquants 
dans les relations humaines, mais encore d'evaluer les 
chances de succes d'un traitement. La psychologie sociale 
moderne recourt de plus en plus au concept de structure 
sociale et de role social, de sorte que les recherches 
menees dans le doroaine des attitudes et des relations 
deviennent plus precises et plus fecondes. La decouverte 
de nouvelles techniques statistiques a montre qu'il est 
possible d'utiliser les systemes taxonomiques en psycho
pathologie et ce genre de travaux pourrait etre applique 
au domaine de la delinquance. 

RESUMEN 

La obra parte del supuesto de que la prevenci6n de 
la delincuencia, para ser eficaz, ha de basarse en una 
teoria etiol6gica bien sentada, y que la adquisici6n de 
tal conocimiento etiol6gico es especialmente importante 
cuando se trata de lograr una prevenci6n mas eficaz 
de la delincuencia de menores. El conocimiento de las 
causas de esta solo puede adquirirse mediante un estudio 
bien planeado y la investigaci6n psiquiatrica plantea al 
respecto muchas dificultades metod61ogicas. De ahf que 
se exploren en el trabajo los problemas metodol6gicos 
que supone la investigaci6n psiquiatrica en relaci6n 
con la diagnosis del menor « predelincuente ». 

Se sen.ala que cuando se define la delincuencia a la 
luz de la conducta de los infractores detenidos, se com
prueba que cualquier grupo de delincuentes resulta 
heterogeneo, no solo por los tipos de infracciones come
tidas, sino tambien por las caracteristicas de su perso
nalidad. De ahi que parezca ser sumaroente compleja 
la tarea de diagnosticar al men or « predelincuente ». Se 
estiroa, sin embargo, que en la medida en que los delin
cuentes puedan clasificarse segun sus antecedentes, 
quizas sea posible demarcar ciertos factores significativos 
que conducen hacia la delincuencia, en algunos de los 
grupos asi clasificados, especialmente cuando los ele
mentos ambientales se tienen tambien en cuenta. La 
:finalidad de tal « diagnosis » de la « predelincuencia » 
es procurar su pronto tratami~nto y control, por presu
mirse que un pronto tratam1ento es mas efectivo, Y 
que pueda evitarse que el mal siga progresan~o. _Pero 
se insiste en que, en el estado actual de la c1enc1a en 
esta materia, tal presuncion carece todavfa de pruebas. 
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Tras analizar la definici6n psiquiatrica de delincuencia, 
se describen cuatro metodos de investigacion de la 
genesis del delito y las dificultades que presenta cada 
uno de ellos. Dichos metodos son los llamados longitu
dinal, comparado, experimental y clinico psiquiatrico. 

Como conclusion, se senalan las principales fallas de 
la investigaci6n psiquiatrica en lo que respecta a la 
diagnosis del menor predelincuente. 

Se considera que no hay suficientes datos sobre analisis 
psicol6gicos completos para poder derivarse de ellos 
hip6tesis dinamicas y que hay pocos estudios experi
mentales sobre la conducta infantil. Debido a estas defi
ciencias, no hay posibilidad de comprender los cambios 
que se registran cuando se desploma la personalidad, ni 
se puede saber tampoco lo que pasa en el momento en 
que se produce el acto delincuente impulsivo. 

Se sen.ala asimismo en el trabajo que no se conoce 
suficientemente el desarrollo de la personalidad normal 
y que escasean relativamente los conceptos precisos en 
la esfera rapidamente mutable de la psicologia social. 
Finalmente, se pone de relieve la falta de elementos de 
juicio en la aplicaci6n de la metodologia taxon6mica, 
en la definici6n de los problemas que presenta el uso 
de datos suministrados por la « psicologia profunda ». 

Mientras no evolucionen en cierta medida las ciencias 
de la psicologia y sociologia, no cabe esperar gran pro
greso en las investigaciones que impliquen analisis indi
viduales mas intensos. Se hace notar, sin embargo, que 
ciertos problemas basicos estan recibiendo atenci6n en 
campos que se relacionan con la delincuencia. Los 



estudios antropol6gicos modernos sobre la transmisi6n 
cultural estan empleando conceptos y metodos funcio
nales que pueden transponerse casi directamente al 
estudio de las culturas mas complejas, en las que la 
delincuencia constituye un rasgo. Los conceptos psico
analiticos de transferencia y contratransferencia son de 
importancia capital no solo para aclarar las deficiencias 
en las relaciones humanas que se manifiestan en los 
caracteres delincuentes, sino tambien para seiialar las 
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posibilidades de un tratamiento efectivo. La psicologia 
social moderna se inclina cada vez mas al uso de los 
conceptos de estructura social y funci6n social, con lo 
cual las investigaciones en las esferas de las actitudes 
y de las relaciones se estan haciendo cada vez mas 
precisas y fecundas. El descubrimiento de nuevas tecni
cas estadisticas ha mostrado la posibilidad de metodos 
taxon6micos en psicopatologia y este tipo de trabajo 
puede tambien realizarse en el campo de la delincuencia. 




