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Abstract: Adolescence and preadolescence can be understood by identifying impulses and defense mechanisms, as well as 
identification processes involved in the construction of identity. Many issues faced by youngsters derive from a devaluation of 
identification images: those assigned by the adolescent himself, and those offered by the family and the society. This study 
presents an interpretation schedule that allows the assessment of such features by means of a quantitative assessment of stories 
told to projective stimuli. This schedule is based on the original short form proposed by Leopold Bellak for the interpretation 
of thematic projective techniques, and has proven useful for comparative studies involving different clinical and control 
groups. A sample of two stories illustrates its use. The compatibility of such schedule with psychodynamic approaches is 
shown by means of a comparison of data obtained with the CAT H of 30 preadolescents, ages 10 to 12, with a history of law 
violation, and 70 children of a control group, with no such history or any reported psychological issues. The control group 
showed higher frequency of identifications with positive features, which indicates positive self-image, and higher frequency of 
environment seen in a positive way. The offenders’ group showed an inability to identify with positive characters – usually the 
identification character misbehaves, is weak or impotent; the environment is often seen as threatening, thus, negative. These 
findings suggest negative self-image and issues in object relations of the offenders’ group. The results are compatible with 
literature data and the theoretical approaches that support this study. These findings highlight the relevance of a reliable 
environment to support these children. 
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1. Introduction 

The development of a child involves biological, 
psychological and social features. According to Bleger [3], a 
person’s behavior is related to both, personality and 
socialization, and occurs in the mind, body and environment 
domains. Under a psychodynamic approach, adolescence can 
be understood by identifying impulses and defense 
mechanisms, as well as identification processes involved in 
the construction of identity. The role played by the individual 
in the society will also affect how his structure is conformed. 
The identification process of adolescence is related to the 
transition from the latency phase to the genital phase of the 
psychosexual development. According to Levisky [6], this 
transition is associated to a reorganization of the primitive 

psychic apparatus and the subsequent stages of childhood. 
Adolescence is seen as a vulnerable period, with many 

contradictions and conflicts. Aberastury [1] points out three 
losses the adolescent must experience: (1) the loss of the 
infantile body – that brings anxiety and feelings of 
strangeness toward the new body, and contradictory feelings 
of pride and shame of this new body); (2) the loss of the 
childhood parents (the parents image is lost; this is necessary 
for the individual to seek new ideals and objects from which 
to build his own identity); (3) the loss of the infantile status 
(the adolescent must abandon typically childish attitudes). 
Many issues faced by youngsters derive from a devaluation 
of identification images: those assigned by the adolescent 
himself, and those offered by the family and the society. 

Adolescent transgressors have problems in the identity 
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development and are prone to antisocial conduct. Conduct 
disorder is a psychiatric disorder, frequent among children; it 
is the most frequent reason for referrals in child psychiatry, 
due to aggressive and antisocial behaviors. Antisocial 
conduct is frequent among adolescents and is a precursor of 
antisocial behavior of both, adolescents and adults. 
According to Pacheco et al [10], if no changes occur in the 
child’s social environment, antisocial behaviors tend to 
persist and become more troubling from childhood to 
adolescence to adulthood, when it can eventually consolidate 
as an antisocial personality disorder. 

According to Winnicott [11], antisocial conduct, a 
characteristic of conduct disorder, is due to problems in the 
emotional development of the individual. Delinquency, in 
Winnicott’s view, can be understood as a way to deal with 
emotional privation, psychic conflicts, frustrations and 
deprivation, including emotional deprivation in the 
relationship with parents. Under this view, the individual 
resists to surrender his neurosis, understood as the 
transgressive behavior, since it provides him enough benefits 
to maintain his balance – a balance that cannot be reached 
through alternative means. 

Winnicott [14] does not consider antisocial tendency as a 
diagnosis, such as neurosis or psychosis. Actually, according 
to his reasoning and clinical experience, “the antisocial 

tendency compels the environment to be important” (p. 503). 
Environment, in this context, refers to the social 
environment, the society. The antisocial youngster provokes 
(unconsciously intends that) the world of adults to take notice 
of his deprivation. Winnicott (idem, ibidem) states that the 
therapist’s task – and of the community is a whole – when 
facing antisocial tendencies of their youngsters, should be 
conducted in terms of “coping, tolerance and 

understanding”. 
The literature on the subject confirms this vision. For 

instance, in a study conducted by Silva and Milani [11], the 
content analysis of lyrics of rap songs revealed 
environmental failure at the origin of antisocial behavior and 
antisocial behavior as a hope for reparation. 

Zamora [15], in a review of the latest studies on this 
theme, concluded that Psychology was one of the Sciences 
that best brought to light the multiple motivations of juvenile 
transgressors, since it does not reduce this phenomena to a 
pathological problem or a moral issue. Researches focusing 
the youngster profile, his relations with illegal activities, with 
the family and the community, besides the condition of social 
vulnerability, contribute to a broader understanding of the 
features that lead to transgressive behavior. 

The ECA (acronym for child and adolescent statute, in 
Portuguese), enacted in Brazil, in 1990, establishes the 
guidelines for the assistance of juvenile offenders. It assures 
their rights and duties in all procedural phases. It also 
establishes that an offense perpetrated by an individual less 
than 18 years old should be called Infractional Act – a 
conduct with the same characteristics of a crime or law 
violation (contravention), but considered with lesser severity. 
(Mello [7]) Professionals who work with these offenders 

usually find among them a poor consideration for life and 
high rates of idleness. Although apparently differentiating 
right from wrong, based on common sense, these youngsters 
seem compelled to follow the “bad path”, as they call it. 
They often report deprivations and conflictive, disorganized, 
neglectful family environments. (Tardivo [12]). 

Some glimpse of a future is critical to consolidate an 
identity – the fundamental task of the adolescent (Erikson 
[4]), and expectations regarding the future are protection 
elements of development. In a study comparing adolescents 
living with their families, institutionalized adolescents and 
adolescents submitted to social-educational measures, Zappa 
et al [16] detected several risk factors for development in the 
latter two groups, that probably led to the very low 
expectations regarding their futures found among these 
youngsters. 

Ajuriaguerra [2] states one can only understand 
adolescence by knowing the impulses, defenses, and 
identification processes that evolve towards a search for 
identity. In order to reach this knowledge, the projective 
techniques, particularly the thematic ones, are particularly 
useful. 

CAT-H is a projective technique designed for children 
from 7 to approximately 13 years old. It consists of 10 
pictures displaying social contexts associated to situations of 
special concern to children and adolescents. It is similar to 
CAT-A, but presents stimuli with human characters instead 
of animals. The child is required to tell a story for each of the 
cards. According to the projective hypothesis, these stories 
will reflect, in a latent level, the conflicts, identities, roles, 
family structures and interpersonal interactions of the 
examinee. Hence, it is perfectly suitable to explore the 
features pointed out by Ajuriaguerra to understand 
adolescence and preadolescence. 

2. Objective 

This paper aims to present an interpretation schedule to be 
used with thematic techniques, particularly Leopold Bellak’s 
CAT series. It presents a scoring system compatible with a 
psychodynamic personality assessment that allows for group 
comparison and quantitative research. 

3. Method 

The proposed scoring system is based on the original short 
form proposed by Leopold Bellak for the interpretation of 
thematic projective techniques, which has proven useful for 
comparative studies involving different clinical and control 
groups (MIGUEL et col [8]; ORCHIUCCI et col, [9]). It 
provides an appraisal of the main psychological weaknesses 
and strengths of any given individual. 

Eight variables are assessed, receiving a positive score 
(+1), a negative score (-1) or a zero score, depending on their 
ability to promote (+1) or deter (-1) health and development; 
a zero score is attributed in case of insufficient data (usually 
observed in descriptive or very poor stories). The assessed 
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variables are: 
Self-image, 
Object relations, 
Environment perceived as, 
Needs and conflicts, 
Anxieties, 
Defense mechanisms, 

Superego, 
Ego integration 
A ninth score is obtained with the sum of the scores of the 

eight previous variables, composing the Total positive/ Total 

negative score. Table 1 shows the record sheet used for 
scoring each story told by the subject. 

Table 1. Record form for evaluating each story told to the CAT-H. 

POSITIVE SCORES NEGATIVE SCORES 

[] Self-image: main character has positive attributes. [] Self-image: main character has negative attributes. 
[] Object relations: positive. [] Object relations: negative. 
[] Environment perceived as: positive [] Environment perceived as: negative 
[] Needs and conflicts: expressed in an organized speech. [] Needs and conflicts: not expressed or expressed in a very intense way. 
[] Anxieties: foster growth, autonomy, problem solving. [] Anxieties: involve fear of loss of love, disapproval, abandonment, lack of support. 
[] Defense mechanisms: show ability to deal with internal or 
external stimuli (adaptive mechanisms). 

[] Defense mechanisms: show inadequacy in dealing with internal or external stimuli 
(phobic or dissociative mechanisms). 

[] Superego: adequate. [] Superego: rigid, weak or nonexistent. 
Ego integration: positive self-perception in the plot, adequate 
problem solving. 

[] Ego integration: negative self-perception in the plot, unable to solve problems. 

Total positive scores: Total negative scores: 

 
Below, is shown a sample of two stories from a 9-year-old 

boy analyzed with the proposed scoring system. This boy has 
a history of physical punishments inflicted by his parents, 
and has been presenting serious behavior issues. 

Card 4: Once upon a time, there was a very sad boy. He 
never did things right because his mother didn’t care about 
him. Then, one day, a genie appeared and said to him: ‘If you 
remain sad, your life will never have a future’. So his mother 
said.... He said to his mother: ‘Mother, do care about me, so I 

can have a future’. And his mother had a baby that was going 
to be his brother. So, he was never sad again in his life. The 
end! 

Card 10: Once upon a time, there was a mother who did 
not love her son. And she was haunted by her deceased son. 
And he had a name, but no one dared to say this name. 
Otherwise, he appears. [What happens next?] He died 
because his mother didn’t love him.... she abused him. So, he 
haunted his mother until she died 

Table 2. Positive (P) and negative (N) scores of stories told to cards 9 and 10 by a 9 year old boy. 

CATEGORIES 1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

4 
 

5 
 

6 
 

7 
 

8 
 

9 
 

10 
 

TOTAL 

 
P N P N P N P N P N P N P N P N P N P N P N 

Self image 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 3 6 

Object relations 0 1 1 0 1 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 3 7 

Environment 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 1 0 1 4 5 

Needs and Conflicts 0 1 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 2 8 

Anxieties 0 1 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 2 8 

Defenses mechanisms 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 1 0 1 2 8 

Superego 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 2 4 

Ego integration 0 1 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 2 8 

Total 2 4 7 1 8 0 0 7 2 5 0 7 0 8 2 6 0 8 0 8 20 54 

 
A study with juvenile offenders, conducted in Sao Paulo 

Brazil, using the Children Apperception Test – Human 
figures (CAT-H) illustrates the usefulness of the scheme and 
its accordance with psychodynamic theories of personality. 
In this study, CAT-H was administered to two groups of pre-
adolescents, ages 10 to 12: an offender’s group, with 30 
subjects with history of law violation; and a control group, 
with 70 subjects with no such history. 

4. Results 

A comparison of the two groups showed more 
identifications with positive features (pretty, brave, 
competent, adequate) in the control group, which indicate 
positive self-image. In this group, the environment is more 
frequently seen in a positive way. Other characters in the plot 

are seen as accepting, understanding, affective, providing 
adequate controls and having positive expectations. When 
they feel vulnerable, children of the control group look for 
support in the environment, expecting to obtain the 
protection they need. 

On the other hand, in the offenders’ group one can find an 
inability to identify with positive characters. Usually the 
identification character misbehaves, is week or impotent, 
features that indicate negative self-image. Other characters 
ignore the identification character or refuse to help him when 
required to do so. This suggests issues in object relations. 
The environment is generally considered threatening, thus, 
negative. When they feel vulnerable, children of the 
transgressor group also look for support in the environment, 
but usually don’t have the expectation that they will obtain 
the protection they need. With the lack of environmental 
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support, these youngsters can become paralyzed or 
dominated by dismay, which indicate poor ego integration. 
These results match the theoretical approaches that support 
this study and highlight the relevance of a reliable 
environment to support these children. 

5. Conclusion 

This paper aimed to demonstrate the usefulness of an 
interpretation schedule for thematic techniques that, due to its 
quantitative approach, allows for comparison among groups 
or individuals. Based on Bellak’s short form for the 
interpretation of apperception techniques, the schedule is 
coherent with a psychodynamic approach. The use of the 
schedule was illustrated comparing a juvenile transgressors 
group and a control group. It revealed the predominance of 
negative self-image, issues in object relations and negative 
environment perception in the transgressors group, as 
opposed to positive self-image, sound object relations and 
positive environment perception in the control group. The 
system can also be useful in clinical contexts, allowing for an 
idiosyncratic approach. 

As Jenkins [5] puts it, the development of systematic 
scoring systems can help to narrow the gap between science 
and practice, but it requires adaptation on both sides. This 
study, as others developed by Miguel et col [8] and Orchiucci 
et col [9], are evidences of the usefulness of the proposed 
schedule to narrow this gap. 
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