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Juvenile Thieves Study (1944)

METHODOLOGY

Case study

5-17
years

31                     13

27 – Average IQ

15 – Higher IQ

2 – Lower IQ

22 Grade IV thieves 
(stealing for a long 
time) 

4 Grade 1 thieves 
(committed only 
one theft)

CONTROL GROUP
44 similar age, IQ, sex, emotionally 

disturbed BUT didn’t steal. 

PROCEDURES

1. On arrival to the clinic, each child was 
given mental tests by a psychologist to 
assess their intelligence.

2. The psychologist who conducted the 
test also noted the emotional attitude 
of the child. 

3. A social worker interviewed the child’s 
mother and recorded preliminary 
details about the child’s early 
psychiatric history. 

4. Both the psychologist and social 
worker reported to Bowlby (the 
psychiatrist).

5. Bowlby then interviewed the child and 
mother. 

6. After a 2-hour examination, the team 
reviewed school and other reports, 
discussing their conclusions. 

7. Most of the children continued to 
meet with the psychiatrist on a weekly 
basis for a period of six months or 
more. 

8. The mothers talked about their 
problems with the social worker. 

FINDINGS

Table 1. Distribution of thieves by character type.

Character type Description No
A. ‘Normal’ Children whose characters appear fairly 

normal and stable.
2

B. ‘Depressed’ Children who have been unstable and are 
in a depressed state of mind.

9

C. ‘Circular’ Unstable children who show alternating 
depression and over-activity.

2

D. ‘Hyperthymic’ Children who demonstrate constant 
overactivity

13

E. ‘Affectionless’ Children who lack normal affection, shame 
or sense of responsibility.

14

F. ‘Schizoid’ Children who show marked schizoid or 
schizophrenic symptoms.

4

Total 44

Table 2. Distribution of thieves by character 
type and degree of stealing.

Character type Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Total

A. ‘Normal’ 0 2 0 0 2

B. ‘Depressed’ 1 4 3 1 9

C. ‘Circular’ 0 0 2 0 2

D. ‘Hyperthymic’ 2 2 2 7 13

E. ‘Affectionless’ 0 0 1 13 14

F. ‘Schizoid’ 0 0 2 2 4

Total 3 8 10 23 44



The participants were not given 
confidentiality.
Bowlby’s report named the boys used in 
the case studies with their first name and 
first initial of their surname. As well as 
using names, the case studies provided a 
lot of detail about their lives. 
By using both the first name and the 
initial of the surname, it makes it easier to 
identify the participants. 
To make this ethical, pseudonyms, just 
initials or numbers should’ve been used, 
which would mask the identity of the 
participants and maintain confidentiality. 

There may have been questions over valid 
consent. 
Bowlby’s participants were children aged 
5-17 years who were attending a child 
guidance clinic. 
As children were used, in loco parentis was 
gained. However, it is expected today that 
children would also be informed about the 
nature of the research.
The study was conducted in 1944 when 
ethical guidelines weren’t as stringent 
as they are today. It would be common 
practice for the children to be informed 
that their data collected during their stay at 
the guidance clinic would be used as part 
of the research. 

EVALUATION: ETHICS
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The results of this research emphasise the 
importance of establishing a strong bond 
between the primary caregiver and child. 
Parents are entitled to time off work 
following the birth of their child. More 
recently, in 2015, parents are now entitled to 
share this parental leave and can share the 
52 weeks.
This means that the mother can return to 
work and the father/partner can use the time 
off work to care for the child.  
This change in the maternity leave is a 
huge societal shift from the traditional view 
that the mother should be a ‘stay at home 
housewife’.

Childcare has significant financial 
implications. 
In 2019, the Family and Childcare Trust 
reported that, for children under 2, it costs 
£252.00 per week (UK average) for a place 
in fulltime nursery. To encourage families 
to return to work, the UK government 
introduced a scheme that allows parents to 
claim tax relief on childcare costs.
Without this scheme, it may not be financially 
viable for parents to return to work as the 
childcare costs would outweigh the money 
earned.  
Although the costs to fund such a scheme 
is vast, ultimately, it should benefit the 
economy by facilitating the opportunity 
for parents to return to work, therefore 
promoting an effective workforce. 

EVALUATION: SOCIAL 
IMPLICATIONS
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CONCLUSIONS

Bowlby concluded that factors 
that inhibit the development of 
the ability to form relationships 
affect the likelihood of offending. 
The findings therefore support 
the assumptions that early 
childhood experiences affect later 
behaviours. 

Juvenile crime is not only 
attributed to psychological factors, 
it is linked to social and economic 
factors too. For example, poverty, 
lack of recreational activities, 
poor housing etc. are all equally 
important in paving out the path 
to criminal behaviour. A holistic 
approach should be taken to 
consider all factors and the impact 
of each of them on juvenile 
delinquent behaviour. 

If we consider these findings, 
then treatment should be offered 
to delinquents. The earlier a 
diagnosis is made, the better it 
is for treatment. However, it is 
an extremely slow and difficult 
process. A better approach is 
prevention rather than cure. It is 
sometimes unavoidable to prevent 
separation of a mother and child 
but if the people who are caring 
for the child during this time 
are made aware of the potential 
damage of the separation then 
they could implement strategies to 
provide good substitute emotional 
care. 
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EVALUATION – METHODOLOGY EVALUATION – PROCEDURES

A weakness of the research is that the case studies were largely 
based on the recollections of the parents. 
The parents were asked, during the interviews, to discuss 
childhood experiences that happened many years before. 
The problem with this is that the recollections may not be 
accurate as it relies on memories which could become distorted 
over time or could be subject to social desirability bias. 
If the recollections are not accurate, then this would threaten 
the internal validity of the research producing biased results. 

A strength of the research is that, as it was a case study, rich 
qualitative data was gained. 
In the final report, there were 56 pages and 25 of them were 
discussing the case histories of the 44 thieves. 
The vast detail of these case histories allows a great insight to 
the problems that may have contributed towards the juvenile 
delinquency. 
This increases the external validity of the research as it is high in 
ecological validity. 
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A weakness of the sample is that it lacks population validity. 
Both the 44 in thieves’ group and the 44 in the control group 
were emotionally disturbed. 
Therefore, the results cannot be generalised to all children as 
not all juvenile delinquents are emotionally disturbed. 
This threatens the external validity of the research as the results 
cannot be generalised beyond the sample. 

A weakness of the procedure is that a cause-effect relationship 
cannot be established. 
Bowlby didn’t manipulate variables within his research as he 
used non-experimental methods (case studies and interviews) 
to collect his data.  
Therefore, a causal relationship between prolonged separation 
and emotional disturbance cannot be determined. 
This threatens the internal validity of the study as other factors 
could’ve contributed towards the emotional disturbance.
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