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Using Hatta’s Doll Location Test, family structures of juvenile delinquents and non-

delinquents were examined. Subjects were asked to present their actual and ideal family 

structures by means of pinning miniature dolls, representing family members and other 

people. Although ideal dyadic relations among family members as envisaged by both 

groups were similar, a discrepancy between actual and ideal family situations was 

revealed in the presentations of the juvenile delinquents. The dyadic distance between 

self and parent of the juvenile delinquents in actual life situation was greater than that of 

nondelinquents. The directions that the dolls representing family members were facing 

also showed a discrepancy between ideal and real life situations in juvenile delinquents, 

whereas no discrepancy was perceived in the nondelinquents’ group. 
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Investigations into the role of the family in the development of delinquent behavior 

have been carried out with various methods (Snyder & Patterson, 1988). Several 

studies have suggested that a positive parental approach is crucial to the development 

of normative values and standards of behavior. On the other hand, it has been 

suggested that lack of involvement (Wadsworth, 1979), lack of affection (McCord, 

1979), and lack of shared leisure time (West & Farrington, 1977) are related to the 

development of delinquent behavior. A lack of family cohesion has also been 

suggested as linked to delinquent behavior. 

The purpose of the present study was to investigate family structure characteristics 

of Japanese juvenile delinquents, using a projective test method. In particular, our 

concern was the subjective awareness of family structure and psycho-dynamics in 

Japanese juvenile delinquents. 
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Many attempts have been made to assess patterns of cohesion and power of family 

members in order to analyze family functioning (e.g., Wood, 1985). In most studies, 

researchers use self-report methods, official records or observation of family 

interactions. However, these methods are based mainly on the measurement of family 

structure as a whole and therefore usually do not consider dyads relationships in a 

family. 

To analyze dyadic relationships, Hatta (1977) has developed a symbolic figure 

placement test, the Doll Location Test (DLT), that consists of a 45 cm x 45 cm board, 

a 30 cm x 30 cm recording sheet paper on which a circle of 27 cm in diameter and a 

central dot have been printed, and pin-attached miniature dolls (1/90 of actual human 

size). The examiner first pins down the doll which represents the subject (self) at the 

center of a circle, and then hands miniature dolls representing family members and 

other people to the subject who pins them on to the recording sheet. The distance 

between the self and dolls of family members and the direction the dolls are facing are 

assessed. Validity of DLT has been reported elsewhere (Hatta & Hatanaka, 1989; 

Hatta, Miyazaki, & Naka, 1978; Hatta & Tsukiji, 1992; Hirose, 1987). The purpose of 

the present study was, therefore, to compare the subjectively recognized structures of 

the families of juvenile delinquents and nondelinquents by DLT and to investigate 

their psycho-dynamics, in particular their awareness of dyadic relations between 

parents. 

 

METHOD 
 

SUBJECTS 

Twenty-five juvenile delinquents (about half of them males and half females) from 

three Municipal Child Counseling Centers (Sakai City, Osaka City and Hikone City) 

comprised the experimental group. Their mean age was 14.3 years and SD was 1.04. 

They had been put on probation for theft, fighting, absconding, paint thinner abuse, 

etc. Thirty nondelinquents, all of whom belonged to the same class of a junior high 

school in Amagasaki City, were the subject of the control group. All their family 

backgrounds were classified as lower-middle. All subjects in this study were native 

Japanese and had grown up solely in Japanese society. 

 

PROCEDURE 

Each subject sat facing the DLT apparatus. S/he was instructed to demonstrate 

his/her perceptions of actual and ideal family relationships using miniature dolls as 
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described above (actual and ideal conditions, hereafter). Firstly, the examiner placed 

the doll representing the subject on the central dot of the recording sheet and then 

handed other dolls individually to the subject saying each time “This is your father 

(mother)”. The subject was instructed to pin down the dolls on to the sheet in any 

manner s/he wished. The subject was also told that the circle was only a criterion with 

no special value. Half the subjects presented their actual family relationships first and 

their ideal family relationships second, while the other half made their representations 

in the reverse order. The administration of the DLT took 15 to 20 minutes for each 

subject. 

 

RESULTS 
 

DYADIC DISTANCE OF THE DOLLS 

The dyadic distances of family members were computed in millimeters. In this 

study, only dyadic distances between self and mother, self and father, and mother and 

father were analyzed. 

Table 1 shows the mean absolute distances of three kinds of dyads for actual family 

condition in delinquents and nondelinquents. 

 

TABLE 1 
MEAN ABSOLUTE DYADIC DISTANCES IN DELINQUENTS AND NONDELINQUENTS GROUPS 

IN REAL FAMILY REPRESENTATION CONDITION 

  delinquents nondelinquents 

Self-Father Mean 7.75 4.47 

 SD 4.09 2.23 

Self-Mother Mean 6.45 4.29 

 SD 3.82 2.10 

Father-Mother Mean 6.27 4.01 

 SD 6.35 2.29 

 

An analysis of variance (2 groups by 3 dyads) revealed that the main factor of 

group was significant (F1, 51 = 8.69, p < 0.0048). The factor of dyads and the 

interaction of both factors were not significant (F2, 102 = 2.35 and 0.88). These results 

indicate that nondelinquents pinned down dolls which represent their parents closer to 

themselves than delinquent subjects. 

Table 2 shows mean absolute distance of three kinds of dyads for ideal family 

conditions in delinquents and nondelinquents. 
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TABLE 2 
MEAN ABSOLUTE DYADIC DISTANCES IN DELINQUENTS AND NONDELINQUENTS GROUPS 

IN IDEAL REPRESENTATION CONDITION 

  delinquents nondelinquents 

Self-Father Mean 3.82 3.81 

 SD 2.02 1.98 

Self-Mother Mean 3.70 3.64 

 SD 1.89 1.56 

Father-Mother Mean 2.64 3.32 

 SD 1.84 1.88 

 

An analysis of variance (2 groups by 3 dyads) revealed that the main factor of 

dyads was significant (F2, 102 = 4.60, p < 0.0122). The factor of groups was not 

significant (F1, 51 = 0.25). This result indicates that there is no difference between 

nondelinquents and delinquents in the mental distances between members of their ideal 

family. The significance of the dyad factor seems to reflect the fact that although the 

interaction was not significant the dyadic distance between parents was closer than 

between self and a parent in the delinquents’ group (q = 3.17 and 2.84; dyads between 

parents, and dyads between self and father(mother): Tukey test). This suggests that 

delinquents may imagine the relationships between father and mother as stronger than 

those between self and a parent; that is, they expect the existence of a generational 

boundary (Gehring, 1985) in their ideal family.  

Different types of analyses were conducted to reveal whether discrepancies 

occurred between actual and ideal family relationship representations. An analysis of 

variance (2 conditions by 3 dyads), based on the delinquents’ data, revealed that the 

main factor of condition was significant (F1, 44 = 14.61, p < 0.0004). The factor of 

dyads and the interaction were not significant (F2, 88 = 2.65 and 0.55). This shows 

that in all dyadic relations delinquents pin down dolls closer in ideal conditions than in 

actual conditions. A similar analysis was conducted with the data of nondelinquents. 

The results showed that neither the factors nor the interaction were significant  

(F1, 58 = 1.91, F2, 116 = 3.03 and 0.01). These results show that actual family 

relationships of nondelinquents are similar to those of their ideal family. 
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DIRECTIONS OF THE DOLLS 

In DLT, not only was the dyadic distance between self and some other person 

important, but also the directions of the dolls, since they could serve as indicators of 

projected dyadic relationships. 

The directions of the dolls were classified into the following four categories (Hatta 

& Tsukiji, 1992): 1) Doll facing the central doll (self); 2) Doll facing the opposite 

direction to the central doll; 3) Doll facing the same direction as the central doll; 4) 

Doll facing other directions. 

Table 3 shows the frequency of doll directions in both actual and ideal conditions as 

represented by delinquent and nondelinquent groups. 

 

TABLE 3 
FREQUENCIES OF DOLL DIRECTIONS IN THE FOUR CATEGORIES IN ACTUAL AND IDEAL 

FAMILY REPRESENTATIONS CONDITION BY DELINQUENT (N = 23) AND NONDELINQUENT 

(N = 30) SUBJECTS 

 delinquents nondelinquents 

direction father mother friend father mother friend 

Actual condition       

1) to the self 8 11 13 21 23 18 

2) to the opposite 1 0 0 2 1 2 

3) to the same 11 7 5 2 4 3 

4) others 1 0 0 1 1 0 

Ideal Condition       

1) to the self 11 13 11 19 19 16 

2) to the opposite 1 0 0 1 1 0 

3) to the same 6 6 6 8 8 8 

4) others 5 4 5 2 2 6 

 

 

In order to demonstrate the differences in frequency patterns between delinquents 

and nondelinquents in the actual condition, chi square analyses were conducted. There 

was a significant difference in the pattern of direction of the father (X2 = 12.18, df = 3, 

p < 0.007). Most nondelinquents (69%) placed the father doll facing the doll 

representing the self, whereas delinquents tended to place the dolls (48%) facing other 

directions. There were also significant differences between delinquents and non-

delinquents (X2 = 6.53, df = 3, p < 0.08) in the pattern of the mother doll. The mother 

doll faced the self doll in most nondelinquents (76%). On the other hand, about twice 

as many delinquents as nondelinquents placed their mother doll facing others. The 

differences in the direction of patterns of doll friends between delinquents and non- 
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delinquents were not significant (X2 = 2.76, df = 3). 

These results in actual conditions seem to suggest the absence of bonding between 

the self and parents among delinquents. The same analyses were conducted on the 

ideal condition. The results revealed that there was no significant difference between 

delinquents and nondelinquents in all dyadic relations (X2 = 2.83, 2.19, and 0.07,  

df = 3; father, mother, and friends, respectively). These results suggest that both 

delinquents and nondelinquents envisage a similar type of family structure; that is, 

parents facing the self or the same direction as the self. 

 

DISCUSSION 
 

The symbolic figure placement techniques (SFPTs), like DLT, are useful in 

revealing projected perception of emotional closeness in dyadic relations without 

verbalization. Therefore, even if the examiner does not have enough time to establish 

mutual rapport, s/he can evaluate and understand certain structures of human dyadic 

relations by the analysis of dyadic distances and the direction of the dolls located. 

The dyadic distance probably reflects emotional distances. According to several 

SFPTs studies (Gehring, 1985; Gerber & Kaswan, 1971; Hatta, 1977; Hatta & Tsukiji, 

1992; Kvebaek, 1980; Madanes, 1978), the distance between the doll representing the 

self and the one representing another person reflects the emotional distance or the 

degree of bonding between them. Hatta and Hatanaka (1989) and Hatta and Tsukiji 

(1992) also suggested that the doll of a liked person is placed in the directions facing 

the self or the same as the self in DLT, while the doll of a disliked or unimportant 

person is placed facing another direction (opposite the self or in an unrelated 

direction). 

The DLT results in juvenile delinquents were as follows: 

1) The dyadic distances between self and parents were large compared with those 

of nondelinquents in the representation of actual family structure. 

2) the dyadic distances between self and parents did not differ from those of the 

nondelinquents in the representation of ideal family structure. 

3) Parents’ dolls were placed facing the opposite or unrelated directions vis-à-vis 

the self in actual life representation, while nondelinquents placed the dolls facing the 
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self or the same direction as the self. 

4) The directions of the dolls representing parents and friends were largely the same 

between delinquents and nondelinquents in their representation of ideal family 

structure. 

These findings seem to suggest, first, that the emotional distance between 

delinquents and their parents is great, or that bonding between the self and parents is 

weak; however, delinquents draw their ideal family structure so as to indicate the 

bonding to their parents is strong. 

Secondly, the ideal dyadic relations with parents is imagined by delinquents as 

parents facing the self. This seems to reflect the desire of delinquents to be taken care 

of by parents. That is, they do not want to be regarded as an individualized adult. 

Delinquents seem to expect, not to exist as individualized adults, but rather as children. 

Thirdly, the discrepancy between actual and ideal conditions in delinquents, which 

was not perceived in nondelinquents, suggests that they imagine a family structure 

where a generational boundary exists as in Western nondelinquents. The dyadic 

distance between parents should be closer than that between the self and parents. 

According to Gehring (1985), clear-cut generational boundaries and hierarchies 

should exist in a normal family; i.e., bonding between the two parents should be closer 

than between parent and child. Gehring and Wyler (1986) considered it abnormal if the 

distance between the parent figures is greater than the distance between parent and 

child. 

In a recent cross-cultural comparison of family structures between Japanese and 

Swiss families (Hatta & Tsukiji, 1992), the Japanese showed so-called abnormal 

generational boundaries in average Japanese youngsters. In Japan, it is quite normal for 

bonding between a parent and a child to be greater than between parents. In this study, 

nondelinquents did not show the so-called abnormal generational boundaries. 

The clear generational boundaries in the ideal condition of the delinquents seem to 

suggest that they imagine a different ideal family structure from that of the non-

delinquents. Since their family structures have already disintegrated (due to parents’ 

divorce, desertion by a parent, etc.), they imagine the Western family pattern as the 

ideal. If we may speculate this may be due to the fact that they have been allowed to 

watch domestic shows on television for hours, and the image of the old Western family 

on the TV programs may still linger in their memories. 

Based upon these findings, it is proposed that the following considerations be taken 
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into account in the treatment and prevention of juvenile delinquency: Firstly, the 

mental development of juvenile delinquents suggests that they should be regarded as 

children. They wish to depend upon their parents and to take parents’ love for granted. 

They clearly do not want to be regarded as independent individuals. Therefore, in the 

case of Japanese juvenile delinquents, until they are fully grown in their mental 

development, they should not be treated as adults. Secondly, the importance of 

parental bonding should be stressed in the prevention of juvenile delinquency, and the 

notion that youngsters tend to project their own attitudes towards their parents on to 

visual displays should be emphasized. 
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