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Brief description on the topic:  

 

Disruptive, impulse-control, and conduct disorders are very common amongst adolescents and 

the single most common reason for referral to child and adolescent mental health services. 

Prevalence estimates suggest that between 4 and 10% of all children display symptoms severe 

enough to warrant a diagnosis of conduct disorder, with estimates ranging from 6 to 16 % for 

boys and 2 to 9% for girls. Seven percent of boys and 3% of girls aged 5 to 10 years show 
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conduct disorders; in children aged 11 to 16 years the proportion rises to 8% of boys and 5% 

of girls (NICE, 2013; Offord, Boyle, & Racine, 1991). 

The disorders described above are usually associated to delinquent behavior. Recent 

epidemiologic studies estimate that between half to two thirds of juvenile detainees have at 

least one mental disorder, and more than one third have CD (Teplin, Abram, McClelland, 

Dulcan, & Mericle, 2002; Wasserman, McReynolds, Lucas, Fisher, & Santos, 2002). 

Young offenders have disproportionate mental health needs in comparison with the general 

adolescent population. Young people undergoing criminal proceedings, and prisoners in 

particular, are 3 to 5 times more likely to show a mental disorder (Maggiolini, Ciceri, Pisa & 

Belli, 2008; Maggiolini, 2014). A comparative review underlines comorbidities with mood 

and anxiety disorders, drug abuse and behavioral and thought disorders (Grisso, 2004). 

How does the justice system face these problems? In the assessment of young offenders, the 

attitude is to distinguish those who are not held accountable and cannot be punished for their 

behavior because of a mental condition of severe psychopathology or immaturity, which 

needs to be cured. Behavioural control clouds developmental issues and individual 

motivations in the general population (i.e. values and goals underpinning the offence).  

Behavioral disorders are difficult to treat in psychotherapy (Gabbard, 2005; Hare, 2007; 

Stone, 2005), even if psychotherapy and psychosocial intervention are the treatment of choice 

(NICE, 2013). Individuals with behavioral disorders rarely seek treatment on their own and 

the treatment is often delivered in an institutional setting, in residential communities or in 

juvenile justice services.  

Psychotherapists were traditionally urged not to expect major changes in their patients’ 

antisocial personality disorders, and content themselves with managing and reducing 

disruptive and impulsive behaviors (Meloy, Yakeley, 2010; Paris 1996). In the presence of 

psychopathic traits, they were advised not to deceive himself with the belief the disorder were 

treatable (Hare, 2007; Stone, 2005). Recent studies, however, show more promising results. A 

review of psychosocial treatments for behavioral disorders (Eyberg, Nelson & Boggs, 2008) 

identified 16 evidence-based treatments for child and adolescent disruptive behavior, mainly 

providing support for parent-training programs.  

In this lecture we present our work with young offenders and young people with externalizing 

problems. We are a team of psychotherapists, members of Minotauro (www.minotauro.it), 

specialized in the work with disruptive adolescents and young offenders (both in private 

practice and within the Youth Offending Teams of the Juvenile Justice system). In the work 

with disruptive adolescents, we aim at going beyond behaviour management, teaching new 

skills or repairing unfortunate past experiences: we want help young people take charge of 

their lives and become responsible adults. In our view, antisocial behaviours are meaningful 

and represent dysfuntional ways to carry out legitimate developmental needs.  
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workers and mental health professionals on adolescence, juvenile delinquency and teamwork. 

She works within the Juvenile Justice Systems in the region of Lombardia. Teaching assistant 

for “Life-span Psychology” at the University of Milan – Bicocca. 

  

Mauro Di Lorenzo 

psychologist and psychotherapist, member of the Institute “Minotauro”. Teaching assistant for 

“Personality evaluation tools” and “Life-span Psychology” at the University of Milan – 

Bicocca. He leads professionals’ training in the field of the psychological evaluation of 

adolescents and young adults. Researcher, member of the “Rorschach Comprehensive System 

(SIRCS)” and of the “Society for Psychotherapy Research (SPR)”. Coordinator of the section 

“Psychopathology and Psychotherapy of the Study and Research Centre for Adolescence. 

 

 
 


