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Abstract 
As addictive behaviours are prevalent during adolescence, our article at-
tempts to extend the understanding of addictions by assessing changes in as-
pects of separation-individuation theory and the relation of those to addic-
tions (alcohol, substance use and virtual addictions)—investigating the quali-
ty of the relationships of these cases. Our hypothesis is that there is a rela-
tionship between failure of the successful separation-individuation stage dur-
ing the child’s developmental period and addictions later on during adoles-
cence period. Our study is based on empirical data deriving from projective 
tests, the Rorschach 10 inkblot test, of patients experiencing that type of rela-
tionship patterns, their separation from the primordial object and their ca-
pacity to mentalize. This empirical study explores the psychological profile of 
two adolescents with addiction. A sample of two adolescents (16 and 17 years 
old) whose addictive behaviour had provoked difficulties in their educational 
and family environment was engaged in psychoanalytic psychotherapy ses-
sions. Two Rorschach’s inkblot tests were administrated in the initial session 
in order to relate patients to their addictive behaviour and to examine the re-
lation of separation-individuation phases with the ability to mentalize and the 
addiction patterns of the above persons. Results suggested that there is a cor-
relation between separation-individuation and proneness to addictive beha-
viour which can imply that adolescents with failure of separation-individuation 
processes are more likely to develop addictive behaviours due to non-internalized 
secure objects during childhood and to failure of mentalizing. 
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1. Introduction 

Separation-individuation is a vital organizational process of the human intrap-
sychic evolution and defines the interpersonal lifecycle of human beings, consi-
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dering changes in self and object representations (Mahler et al., 1975). Although 
separation-individuation is seen as a developmental stage during childhood 
(Mahler et al., 1975), it underpins the renegotiation of family relationships, pro-
gressively impacting the ability for independence and autonomy in the context 
of ongoing relationships both within the family and the wider environment.  

In adolescence, the detachment from internalized objects leads to the discov-
ery of new objects in familial surroundings in order to shed parental dependen-
cies. In early childhood, though, during the separation-individuation phase, the 
child separates from a concrete object, the mother, or the caregiver in general 
(Blos, 1967). As Blos (1967) states, “this was achieved through the process of in-
ternalization that gradually facilitates the child’s growing independence from the 
mother’s presence, her ministrations, and her emotional supplies as the chief 
and sole regulators of psychophysiological homeostasis”. The ability for interna-
lization and, therefore, individuation entails an ability to act of one’s own accord 
and to assume responsibility for one’s own actions, choices and decisions. On 
the contrary, often struggling in the process of individuation, adolescents are 
anecdotally known to resort to attributing “the blame” on others, often deni-
grating and debasing parental figures. The inability to separate from his internal 
objects except by detachment, rejection, and debasement is already a sign of 
alienation (Blos, 1967).  

The experience of the anxiety produced by separation from close attachment 
figures is classified as normal and adaptive in early childhood (Bowlby, 1973). 
However, separation anxiety is presented as a pathological emotional state into 
later childhood, adolescence and young adulthood and can often be comorbid 
with anxiety and personality disorders (Milrod et al., 2014). The main feeling, in 
the beginning, is the difficulty for the child to function in the absence of the 
mother (Bowlby, 1988), which difficulty can reappear later on and become en-
trenched under new circumstances. 

From a clinical perspective, the use of substances is a way, as addicts admit, to 
decrease internal anxiety (De Leon et al., 1973; Woody et al., 1975). For this rea-
son, addiction becomes a “solution” that serves many purposes, one of which is 
the anxiety during adolescence, a period during which the young adult needs to 
“separate” from his family.  

2. First Theory of Separation and Individuation: The Period  
of Infancy 

Individuation defines mostly the adolescence period because it refers to a 
process “by which a person becomes increasingly differentiated from a past or 
present relational context” (Karpel, 1976). During this period, the adolescent has 
a certain mission to set new boundaries for himself and for his environment. In-
dividuation describes a process whereby one forms self-other boundaries and 
internal representations to reassure independency (Stey et al., 2014). The child is 
moving gradually away from the dependency on the mother to obtain his own 
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autonomy. The process has been developed by Margaret Mahler as a mental se-
paration of the child from the mother and as an important part of the individual 
to cultivate a self-concept. Although this process was developed first in order to 
explain the “psychological birth” of the child during the first years of infancy, it 
has also been acknowledged during the adolescence and young adult period, as a 
“second phase”. It goes without saying that issues of self-governance reappeared 
during puberty (Blos, 1962; Josselson, 1980). Should this separation-individuation 
fail, certain risks might appear leading to significant concern. 

Mahler’s separation and individuation theory was supplementary to Freud’s 
libido theory (Mahler et al., 1975) and was also influenced by psychoanalytic 
ideas, such as Winnicott’s theory of the self and Jacobson’s formulations of self 
and object world. Separation cannot be mentioned without the attachment 
theory. According to Bowlby’s attachment theory, the child develops internal 
models as well as models of what one can expect from relationships on the basis 
of the first relationship with the mother or the caregivers (Bowlby, 1973). At-
tachment reflects the quality of the affective bond between the child and the 
mother and it can be either secure or insecure. The continued and secure at-
tachment to the primary object was for Mahler, an essential point to the process 
of separation-individuation because it organizes the internal world of the sub-
ject.  

According to Mahler’s theory (Mahler et al., 1975), the child experiences three 
crucial phases: a non-object phase (autism), a pre-object phase (symbiosis) and 
an object phase (separation-individuation). This means that there is a slow in-
trapsychic transformation that leads, firstly, through separation to a world of 
pure reality, as regards the child’s own deficits and their primary love objects 
(caregivers/parents) and secondly, as knowledge of his own conquers and cha-
racteristics that mark his individuality. This first hypothesized phase describes 
the child without any object, as a merely physiological human being, with no 
differentiation between internal and external reality (Mahler & La Perriere, 
1965) during the first two months of life.  

The next phase, namely the “normal symbiotic state”, was crucial for Mahler’s 
theory. In this phase, the new-born behaves as though “he and his mother were 
an omnipotent system—a dual unity within one common boundary” (Mahler et 
al., 1975). Mahler (1952) started to use the term “symbiosis” from biology, in 
order to describe the phase of object relationship during infancy (3 months to 1 
year), whereby the child acts as a single system with the mother. There is no dif-
ferentiation between the child and the mother; both self and object are fused in 
which fusion of the “I” is not yet distinguished from the “not-I”. As the child 
grows, the separation and individuation process continues, with its peak around 
the age of eighteen months, when the child develops the capacity to walk which 
physically separates him from the mother. Gradually, the child separates in-
tra-psychically from the mother, as he introjects the self-object unit into both 
parts, “I” and “not-I”. The stable presence of the mother is vital, physically and 
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psychically, as Winnicott described in his concept of “a good-enough mother” 
(Winnicott et al., 1953). The phase of separation-individuation begins at the 
peak of the symbiotic stage and it consists of two interdependent processes, the 
individuation and of separation. 

It is the child’s autonomous movement that takes him both physically and 
psychologically away from the mother, along with the agonizing fear of losing 
the mother, which leads him to further internal growth. The outcome of a suc-
cessful separation-individuation leads to the establishment of a secure sense of 
identity in the child and the ability to develop non-symbiotic object relation-
ships. This unfolds into the fourth and final phase which is characterized by the 
“unfolding of complex cognitive functions: verbal communication, fantasy, and 
reality testing” (Mahler & La Perriere, 1965). This final phase of Mahler’s obser-
vation coincides with Erikson’s (1968) concepts of identity and identity crisis 
during adolescence. Erikson emphasizes that during that period, the subject 
must be accepted by the community and be placed in the historical time he be-
longs. Therefore, the identity is a part of the society and the individual recogniz-
es himself also through the communal culture. In summary, the child and the 
adolescent begin gradually to be undifferentiated through sequential phases to-
ward self-other differentiation. This allows the subject to separate himself from 
his external mother by internalizing her as a psychic/internal representation 
(Mahler’s theory). It is only when he leaves the past behind that he can find his 
individuality and forms his identity in the community (Erikson’s theory). 

Overall, the purpose of separation-individuation is the definition of self and 
object representations, an intrapsychic process depending on the availability of 
the mother, especially on her emotional availability. This normal process of se-
paration-individuation happens when the child is ready, by its development, to 
act autonomously (separated) and take pleasure at the same time. Separa-
tion-individuation can overall be defined as the developmental process organiz-
ing the internal world, which starts with the birth of the infant and continues 
until the development of the object constancy. 

The second individuation theory (Blos, 1962, 1967) suggests that the separa-
tion-individuation process does not only apply during early life, but also resur-
faces anew during the adolescence period. Blos (1962, 1967) insists on the in-
trapsychic separation that also Mahler describes in her theory, and not as a liter-
al detachment, as will be discussed in the next sections. Mahler and Blos agree 
that the challenge of the “separation-individuation process” is the gradual acqui-
sition of the feeling of being separated, with the difference that sexuality and 
narcissism is the first pages of adolescence. 

3. Second Theory of Separation-Individuation: The Period  
of Adolescence 

The task of separation during the separation-individuation process is a chal-
lenging one for both parents and adolescents. Adolescents are required to con-
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tinue certain cultural habits, but also need to build upon their own narcissistic 
forces and behaviors. The passage from childhood to adolescence is not only due 
to sexuality, as Freud suggested (1905), but also, because of the transformation 
of childhood understandings, to adolescent notions through the progression of 
separation-individuation process. Primary individuation is achieved/com- 
pleted by the age of three (Mahler et al., 1975). However, this self-other diffe-
rentiation is re-examined in a second individuation process in adolescence 
(Blos, 1979). 

Blos (1962, 1967) writes that adolescence is a period of a second separation - 
individuation process which is mainly in the intrapsychic procedure. Adoles-
cence is a crucial period because of continuous internal, external and familial 
changes, as the young person prepares to “leave home”, establishes his own 
world and becomes an independent adult. Adolescents undergo an internal tran-
sition, as they need to explore their roles, create new relationships outside the 
entourage and gradually begin to work towards developing a robust identity 
(Blos, 1979; Erikson, 1968). On this developmental trajectory, individuation 
equips the young person with the ability to function autonomously free from 
external pressure and control. The fostering of these changes by the family envi-
ronment supports a healthy separation whilst maintaining existing relationships. 
Blos (1962, 1967) foresees the necessarily narcissistic dimension of the link to 
oedipal objects during adolescence, while Mahler only mentions the dyad 
child/mother. However, this pre-oedipal dyad benefits Blos in establishing the 
link between adolescence and regression. According to him (Blos, 1962), even 
though the adolescent has abandoned the first object of love, she/he regresses 
later on. By regression, the adolescent goes back to an infantile position. The 
core is the simple repetition of the first separation-individuation (0 - 3 years old) 
that can explain the substance use during adolescence as a result of the revival of 
the primitive relationship with the mother.  

On the other hand, interpersonal conflict is a central aspect of adolescence 
due to the anxiety emanating from separation and a worry around change and 
loss in the family. Unresolved disagreement may appear and give rise to a range 
of psychological difficulties. Addiction is one of those presentations whereby a 
difficulty in negotiating separation from one’s parents leads the adolescent to 
resort to provocative behaviour and withdrawal from relating to others. As the 
need for individuation emerges, in order to differentiate himself from his family, 
the young teenager adopts a substance-using need, which can be a form of many 
indicators. When an adolescent, due to family pressures that occurred during 
that period, struggles to achieve independence and separation, substance-using 
behaviour is embraced and rigid family affiliations can be preserved over the 
years (Levine, 1985). 

4. Separation-Individuation and the Mediating Role of  
Mentalization 

As previously mentioned, the detachment from internal objects necessitates an 
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internal separation during childhood. Maternal separation anxiety can be de-
scribed as an unpleasant emotional state, linked to the separation experience: it 
can include expressions of worry, sadness, or guilt (Kins et al., 2013). Developing 
her theory, Mahler (1972) reemphasised the importance of the mother’s function 
during the separation-individuation stages. Later on, Mahler, Pine, & Bergman 
(1975), affirmed that mothers who attach to the infant themselves, discourage 
independent function. In this way, separation becomes more difficult for both 
the child and the mother, which can intensify the child’s anxiety. For this reason, 
the child’s anxiety can be reactivated during the adolescence period, when sex-
uality comes into the foreground. 

The ability for separation requires a confident attachment to the mother. 
Working through separation and individuation is thought to have effects on 
personal growth and psychosocial performance. However, if this transition is 
unsuccessful, individuals can become vulnerable to psychopathology (Blos, 1979; 
Mahler et al., 1975; Pine, 1979). Conflicts in separation- individuation are cen-
tral in a range of psychopathological presentations, including borderline and 
narcissistic personality disorders (Lapsley & Stay, 2010). Pine (1979) distin-
guishes disorders into higher-order and lower-order ones. Lower-order distur-
bances, include lack of self-other boundaries and fusion or merging with anoth-
er. In the higher-order disturbances Pine (1979) includes the incapability to be 
on one’s own self, the need to exercise control over others as an extension of the 
self and defects in object constancy.  

In the therapeutic community, difficulties with separation-individuation are 
often conceptualized as separation anxiety or difficulty being on one’s own (i.e., 
dysfunctional dependence). The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual for Mental 
Disorders (DSM-5; American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2013), lists separa-
tion anxiety depression (SAD) as a mental health disorder. SAD is often diag-
nosed in infancy, early childhood, or adolescence, and symptoms include dis-
tress when separated from attachment figures, persistent worrying about loss, 
and extreme fear of being alone. The separation anxiety is linked to the lost ob-
ject per se. This means, in psychoanalytic terms, that the image of the mother 
hasn’t become intrapsychic available for the child, which leads to the inability of 
the child to bear to lose the object in the real world. Since the constant presence 
of the object is impossible, the anxiety strikes. When the first, during childhood, 
separation-individuation has suffered some accidents or fails, then the second 
separation-individuation, during adolescence will repeat an unhealthy regres-
sion.  

Another aspect that needs to be considered, as discussing the object expe-
riences, in the psychoanalytic field is the mentalization term. Fonagy (Fonagy, 
Bateman, & Luyten, 2012) defined mentalization as a form of “mental activity 
that enables us to perceive and interpret human behaviour in terms of intention-
al mental states (e.g., needs, desires, feelings, beliefs and goals)”. The three pre-
mentalizing modes of thinking influencing the experience of psychic reality are: 
1) a teleological mode that refers when the child is experiencing the world with-
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out his mental state being represented and can only be expressed in action, 2) a 
psychic equivalence mode when the distinction between the internal and exter-
nal reality of the child is poor and 3) a pretend mode when the child is able to 
separate from the outer reality and maintain an “as if” private reality. By these 
three modes of thinking, the child is gradually integrating into a mentalizing ca-
pacity. In other words, the mentalizing capacity is the ability of a subject to 
comprehend thoughts and feelings as mental representations of self and others, a 
capacity acquired during childhood. When a child is able to understand and give 
meaning to one’s own feelings and behaviours (Fonagy & Target, 1997), the ca-
pacity to mentalize is obtained only when a safe and secure environment is en-
gaged (Fonagy & Target, 2006). 

It goes without saying that mentalization and imagination are two concepts 
linked, because mentalization is an attitude where the imagination is used in or-
der for the representation to be symbolized. The ability to mentalize is an ability 
conquered during the separation-individuation process, which implies in our 
work the purpose of Rorschach inkblot test, a projective test that illustrates a way 
to see the internal representation of a subject projected on an inkblot image. 
When a child is able to bear the absence of the object in the real world, then the 
object is reliable and representable in the child’s internal world. When a child is 
able to give meaning and understands his feelings and behaviours and those of 
others, he is able then to mentalize (Fonagy & Target, 1997). On the other hand, 
the absence of reflective functioning is related to pathology: Imagination allows 
to identify a reality that is too intrusive and to construct another one to which 
the subject will seek success. Imagination is, therefore, the response to the fru-
stration due to the disappearance of the maternal figure, which is essential to in-
dividuation. 

The importance of the quality of object relations and experiences in the sepa-
ration-individuation process during infancy for the development of self is widely 
allied to the capacity to mentalize. All fragments of thoughts are coloured by 
emotions and feelings. They form the beginnings of mentalization, by associat-
ing representations and affects and the child can integrate what happens to him 
physically as well as psychically. Should the process of mentalization fail, the 
subject is constantly searching for an object in the external world in order to 
soften his internal anxiety.  

5. Addiction as a “Neoneed” Object 

Addictions continue to be a major factor of concern for adolescents. Strikingly, 
90% of adult addicts start their drug abuse in adolescence (Sheehan et al., 1988). 
Along with the influence of peers (Ramirez et al., 2012), one of the most impor-
tant aspects of adolescent addiction is the trajectory of the process of individua-
tion (Bray et al., 2000). Many researchers suggested that adolescent substance 
use is a type of risk—seeking behaviour in order to seek autonomy from the 
family systems (Samuolis et al., 2006). Studies have shown that addictions can be 
caused by complications encountered during the individuation process during 
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adolescence. One main reason is the emotional fusion and separation/detachment 
between the adolescent and the parents (Bell et al., 2000; Spotts & Shontz, 1985; 
Stanton & Todd, 1982; Weidman, 1987). This may be linked with low levels of 
individuation, which may explain why those adolescents are more likely to dif-
ferentiate themselves less from friends, be influenced by them and as a result, 
develop relational problems (Bowen, 1978; Williamson & Bray, 1988). Accord-
ing to Weidman (1987), and to Stanton & Todd (1982), independence, while an 
individual is in the family process, is called “pseudo-separation” or “pseu-
do-individuation”. Working through individuation is an arduous and painful 
task. Addiction is a way of “pseudo-separation” while the adolescent is totally 
dependent on his familial environment and object. 

In the psychoanalytic field, addictive behaviour may offer the illusion not only 
of independence but also of satisfaction whilst numbing the pain of working 
through real loss and change. This auto-erotic, as well as auto-aggressive action 
finds instantly an artificial and illuminative satisfaction which implies that the 
tension between affect and representation is blocked. The subject, while devel-
oping an addictive escape, sets down his libido to an external object gaining im-
mediate satisfaction. The work of Joyce McDougall (1989) states that behind this 
addictive psychic organization, there is a mother-drug, non-stable or secured 
interiorized in the infant’s internal world. Consequently, the subject is constant-
ly searching in the external world an object whose role is the role of the intern 
lost object, a symbolic and an imaginary lack. 

During the second period of separation-individuation, in cases when adoles-
cents struggle to develop a healthy detachment (separation) from their family, it 
is very likely for them to become emotionally enmeshed (Bray et al., 2003). The 
strength of the bond with the object can lead to a force of alienation, like a 
“neoneed”, as a form of acting, as the equivalent of defence mechanisms against 
anxiety-provoking representations. The auto-erotic need for intoxication reveals 
an auto - aggressive need, towards an addictive object. From this perspective, the 
links between individuation and substance use, due to the libidinal representa-
tions, need to be explored within the family environment and the relation with 
the object of that environment. 

6. Current Study 

The aim of the current study was firstly to discuss the relationship between indi-
viduation patterns and substance abuse in adolescents with addiction, the type of 
anxiety associated with unhealthy individuation patterns and also their ability of 
mentalization. The Rorschach test, based on the analysis and the interpretation 
of the French School (Verdon & Azoulay, 2019), not only provides the chance to 
perceive the approach of success or failure to maintain the correlation between 
external and internal reality, but also the ability to understand better the connec-
tion between affect and representation. Since the main question of the test is 
what might represent, the subject lets his unconscious associative thoughts be 
revealed. Subjects with addictive behavior might find it difficult to follow the 
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protocol of psychotherapy, the free association of speech. In this context, the 
projective test cannot be considered other than a relational dynamic and the 
subject freely addresses emotions and thoughts. Rorschach test combines the 
dynamics of daydreaming and the ability to represent bodily representations: the 
surface of contact between an inside and an outside, a subject and an object 
(Chabert, 2001). Another aspect of the test is the discussion of the defense me-
chanisms which are grasped on the Rorschach. The defense mechanisms which 
protect the Ego from driving demand organize the psychic conflict. It is difficult 
though to classify the defense mechanisms in psychological terms and to observe 
them because they are likely to vary and be found in several degrees. This paper 
examines possible Rorschach manifestations of various levels of defensive opera-
tions, particularly isolation and splitting, among patients with borderline perso-
nality organization. In our case, this empirical study explores the psychological 
profile of two young addicts who had a volatile view of the other. For confiden-
tial reasons, only the protocols and the psychograms of the above adolescents are 
mentioned below. 

6.1. 1st Participant 

The present study is based on the psychoanalytic psychotherapy sessions of a 
16-year-old male adolescent, here named Theo, who had an addiction to both, 
marijuana and video games. As the addictive behavior continued for months, his 
parents sought professional help, acting on the advice of the family doctor. 
Weekly sessions were recommended over a period of one and a half years. Dur-
ing the first session with his parents, Theo mentioned that he started smoking 
marijuana with his peers at school, as “everyone was smoking”. His parents 
mentioned that they began feeling concerned when Theo started going out a lot 
without notice, and began to sleep over at friends’ homes at night. When his 
parents asked him why he was spending so much time away from home, Theo 
replied that they played video games and they “needed to win”. He began the 
school year with good grades, but in mid-term Theo expressed a lack of interest 
which led him to school refusal. With regards to his relationship with his par-
ents, Theo said that they are “over-controlling” and “over-protecting” compared 
to the parents of his peers. He said he found it difficult to hang out with friends, 
because his parents would not let him, as they would prefer him attaining well at 
school. 

Theo’s Rorschach Test Administration 
During the weekly sessions, Theo completed the Rorschach test to assess the 

level of his internal anxiety, the type of relationship with his parents and his 
overall emotional well-being. We also focused on the self- and object relation-
ship as demonstrated on the evaluation of Rorschach protocol. During the Ror-
schach assessment, Theo stayed still, looking at the pictures carefully. He gave 
his answers promptly, without any distraction. Strikingly, on the last card, Theo 
stared at it for a prolonged period, offering two different answers. It was the only 
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card (Card IX) at which Theo felt embarrassed and asked if he was holding it in 
the right direction (See Table 1). 

The results of the Rorschach test demonstrated Theo’s difficulty in conveying 
a full perception of self, his difficulty in concentrating on a task and his low so-
ciability, as the high scores for F (=92.3%) and G (=7) responses indicate. A 
good indicator to take into account the activity of mentalization and imagination 
is the Kinaesthetic Human Response. The absence of K on Theo’s protocol 
showed a poor internal reality and a weak ability for mentalization without any 
libidinal investment. The A score almost at 47% showed a sense of control over 
external reality and a way of almost automatic thinking. The devitalized res-
ponses (animal content are numerous) allow Theo to avoid the sexualization of 
the characters. The two anatomic responses (Anat) showed a difficulty in appre-
hending the human body in its integrity, with more morbid values but not as far 
as the anxiety of body fragmentation. Human responses were low (=1), and al-
most all of them were anatomic responses. This shows that Theo had difficulty 
experiencing and expresses a sense of integrity with regards to his body. The F 
almost at 93% and F+ at 75% both indicated a very rational way of thinking, a 
good adaption to reality, a difficulty isolating representation from affect, as well 
as difficulty adapting to environmental changes. Overall, he had 13 responses 
which were deemed a very low score. The intellectual inhibition can be unders-
tood on the protocol as a defense mechanism because of the low score of total 
answers and of quality of answers which are infantiles (See Table 2). 

Theo’s answers revealed anxiety, especially on card III (“Two people”) and 
card VIII (“Two tigers”). He could not separate the affect from the representation,  
 
Table 1. Theo’s rorschach protocol. 

Card Responses/Réponses Inquiry/Enquête Coding/Cotation 

I ­ Two angels with wings The two black parts D F+ Hd 

 ­ The lungs The whole card G F− Anat 

II The sea The whole card G FC− Geo 

III Two humans The two black parts D F+ H 

IV A tree The whole card G F+ Bot 

V A mouse The whole card G F+ A 

VI A fish or the head of a fish The whole upper part D F− A 

VII A butterfly The big lateral parts D F− A 

VIII ­ A tiger The black part D F+ A 

 ­ Two tigers The two lateral pink parts D F+ A 

IX A butterfly The whole card G C− A 

X ­ The inside of a human body The whole card G F− Anat 

 ­ A design The whole card G FC− Bot 
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Table 2. Theo’s rorschach psychogram. 

Production 
Apprehension/ 
Appréhension 

Determinants/ 
Déterminants 

Contents/ 
Contenus 

Percentage/Pourcentage 

R = 13  F = 12 A = 6 F = 92.3% 

 G = 7 F+ = 6 H = 1 F+ = 75% 

 D = 6 F− = 4 Hd = 1  

  FC = 2 Bot = 2 H = 15.38% 

   Geo = 1 A = 46.15% 

   Anat = 2  

 
namely his answers were merged which suggests a significant degree of anxiety. 
Theo’s answers could potentially correspond to the symbiotic phase, when there 
is a distinction between the internal and external reality, however, the Ego stays 
detached and the subject finds it difficult to differ from the object. It is also 
worth- mentioning that Theo’s protocol has no adequate insight or high descrip-
tive ability. Theo’s automatic responses and assumptions showed rigid loyalty to 
his own perspective (e.g., card V “a mouse”, card VIII “a tiger”). This sentimen-
tal rigidity can be liaised to an individuation as we could not find the upheaval of 
emotional experiences and reactions that are dominant during the adolescent 
period. His answers could also be characterized as infantile, simplistic, without 
paying attention to detail, or to colour fact which cannot be related to a devel-
oped self-identity or oedipal problematic. In the whole protocol, the reference to 
the colour is missing, which indicates to us to hypothesize an introversion. His 
poor imagination demonstrates a reduced mentalization, which Fonagy (1996) 
highlights a non-secured primary attachment. The transmission of affects from 
generation to generation has failed, because the infant did not successfully pass 
by the symbolisation to develop his own feelings. As Erikson (1968) emphasizes, 
the attachment tasks are intermediary links in the process of development of in-
dividuation and of formulation of identity.  

Theo seems to isolate the representations from the affect. Due to structured, 
with poor imagination, answers, our hypothesis is that Theo’s defense mechan-
ism is a priori isolation. As Freud (1936) explains, one defense mechanism is the 
isolation which is defined by the suppression of the possibility of contact. The 
subject can remain calm mentioning terrifying moments, but she/he can shift 
her/his emotions to another event. The subject verbalizes in a conscient de-
tached and avoidant way in order to intellectualize the unconscious representa-
tions that might also be traumatic. That means that Theo’s answers even though 
are emotionless, he can express his emotions otherwise. Although his attitude to 
life is not apathetic, he chooses to be distant. That can also be explained due to 
the distinction between internal and external reality, but he still hasn’t been se-
parated from the internal/libidinal objects. The primary objective is there, con-
stantly. Without the dependence on the primary object, the level of the separa-
tion anxiety might be very high. 
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Splitting, as another defence mechanism, is another inability to integrate ag-
gressively and libidinally determinated by self and object images. Mahler and 
Furer (1968) suggest that splitting is an adaptive pattern of the infantile period, 
an immaturity of the psychic equipment and later on is used to protect the sub-
ject from object representations in order to prevent anxiety. Rorschach manife-
stations of the splitting mechanism levels usually involve a sequence of answers 
which include objects that represent alternating polarities. In our case, Theo’s 
answer on card VI “fish” followed by “the head of the fish” is an illustrative ex-
ample of splitting. This responsive sequence image shows split images in which 
the whole image is split and kept apart. Another example is on card X “the inside 
of a human body”, a fragmented image, the earliest and the most basic form of 
splitting (Freedman, 1981).  

A second study was completed to investigate the relationship of individuation 
with substance abuse and anxiety in adolescence. This case highlights the separa-
tion-individuation process, which is emphasized in the results of the projective 
tests provided. 

6.2. 2nd Participant 

Michael, aged 17 years old, started psychoanalytic psychotherapy sessions after 
being referred by his school psychologist due to his aggressive behavior at 
school. Michael began to act in an offensive and aggressive way toward his peers 
following his parents’ divorce. A year before that, he had already begun drinking 
alcohol to a concerning degree. A few months after the divorce of his parents, 
Michael began using cannabis, whilst he also spent a lot of his time on video 
games. As a consequence, his grades dropped at school. His teachers were con-
cerned when Michael began bullying his peers while he could be missing school 
for days. Michael’s mother, who he lived with, was not aware of his non- atten-
dance at school; however she had also begun to notice that her son was becom-
ing verbally violent towards her. As the addictive behavior continued for 
months, Michael’s mother was advised by the school counsellor to seek help. 
Weekly sessions were recommended for a period of one year. During the first 
session with his parents, Michael mentioned that he felt angry with his mother 
for not seeing his father as often as before his parents’ divorce. He began drink-
ing beer with his friends at parties, and he shared that later he began to enjoy 
smoking cannabis and drinking beer. Michael mentioned that he wanted to drop 
out of school, as professional life did not matter to him. He did not have any 
plans for the future, but he mentioned that he could perhaps make money by 
playing games online. With regards to his relationship with his mother, he did 
not care for it and he would have preferred to live with his father. He also ex-
pressed that his mother had been “absent”. 

Michael’s Rorschach Test Administration  
Michael completed the projective test of Rorschach during our first session. 

Although he appeared as a rebellious adolescent, he engaged well with the 
process of the assessment. We focused on the self- and object relationship as 
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demonstrated in the evaluation of the Rorschach protocol.  
Michael’s protocol consisted of 11 answers overall which may be seen as a sign 

of his intellectual inhibition and imagination. At the beginning of the test, Mi-
chael was impatient and moved the cards in all directions to find the “right an-
swer”. As he could not find an answer on card V, he seemed relieved that there 
was no “right” answer and he was able to continue more focused and engaged in 
the task. We can see an effort in his answers to give a sense of a movement, 
however, they remained restricted and without express much imagination. When 
Michael looked at the last card, he gave the answer with a smile on his face. He 
had seemed nervous all along, and was relieved to know we had completed the 
task. Both very high scores of F (81.81%) and G (=7) indicated Michael’s low so-
ciability and his difficulty in producing an imaginary scenario with the prota-
gonists of the test. These two scores also show the absence of flexibility and 
knowledge of the external world. The mere two kan answers (Card VIII and card 
X) in Michael’s test results showed a struggle to offer a perception of movement 
and integrity. The presence of kan responses implies the existence of a minimum 
imaginary potential, but is so minimized that Michael’s responses were overall 
poor. His internal reality manifested itself, but on a limited and rudimentary 
level as it became evident in the two movements of “fighting” (Card VIII) and 
“trying to be together” (Card X). A psychoanalytic interpretation of those an-
swers would have been what he is trying to fight? And then to be together with? 
It is clear that the symbiotic relationship with the object is represented in both 
answers, as Michael is trying to fight not to be together with the object, but he 
fails afterwards. 

Michael’s response on card VIII, “two tigers that are fighting”, revealed his 
primitive conflict towards the object which one may say had already become re-
lived in his refusal to produce an answer for card V. Michael seemed to have 
made an attempt to control his conflict on the last card, by naming the two ani-
mal figures together, separating the image into two, and giving an answer for the 
whole card. Even though his anxiety is high, he managed to separate his libidi-
nality into two figures. 

There were more animal-answers (A = 6) than human-answers (H = 4), how-
ever the difference was insignificant. This might also indicate an effort on Mi-
chael’s side to avoid automatic responses and assumptions. However, he re-
mained rigid and inhibited throughout the test and there was a little meaningful 
reliving of emotional states and thoughts. There was no re-enactment in terms of 
self-identity and the oedipal problematic. His poor imagination and expression 
reveals, in this protocol too, that the subject is incapable of comprehending his 
inner state, to be able to distinguish material reality from psychic one, because of 
the lack of a good quality of mentalization. By all odds, Michael’s protocol shows 
a subject with an insecure attachment to a non-stable figure in his environment. 

Michael’s protocol is also another example of an isolation mechanism of de-
fence. Jeammet writes (1989) that in order to think, it is needed to isolate first, 
separate and then select the experiences. An effective mentalization must not 
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isolate affects and representations. Michael isolates first his answers, in order to 
choose the right one, the one that is more suitable to be heard. His answers ap-
pear very infantile and not suitable for his age. He regresses, and sees himself as 
a child. More specifically, for example, on card X (“Two fishes that are trying to 
be together”), there is not any sexual identification, not even an impulsion, as 
the answer “fishes” means. The use of formal characteristics is particularly high, 
given the number of responses, and is confirmed by the enlarged F% on the one 
hand and by a very strong desire to minimize the emotional influence on the 
other. 

Regarding the splitting mechanism on Michael’s protocol, card II (“two twins” 
followed by “two babies separated”) demonstrates a fragmentation of the image 
and suggests an inability to integrate contrasting affects to a single image. This 
image, seen firstly as a whole, but then perceived unified, is a splitting context. 
The violation of the conceptual integrity of ideas and objects is a characteristic of 
a Rorschach’s borderline psychic organization (See Table 3 and Table 4). 
 
Table 3. Michael’s rorschach protocol. 

Card Responses/Réponses Inquiry/Enquête Coding/Cotation 

I The lungs The whole card G F− anat 

II ­ Two twins The two black parts D F+ H 

 ­ Two babies separated The two black parts D F+ H 

III Two women 
The two black 
lateral parties 

D F+ H 

IV An elephant The whole card G F+ A 

V No answer No answer No answer 

VI A fly The whole card G F+ A 

VII ­ Two cats The whole card G F+ A 

 ­ Two girls The whole card G F+ H 

VIII Two tigers that are fighting 
The two pink 
lateral parties 

D kan A 

IX A fly or a butterfly The whole card G F+ A 

X 
Two fishes that are trying 

to be together 
The whole card G kan A 

 
Table 4. Michael’s rorschach psychogram. 

Production 
Apprehension/ 
Appréhension 

Determinants/ 
Déterminants 

Contents/ 
Contenus 

Percentage/Pourcentage 

R = 11  F = 9 A = 6 F = 81.81% 

 G = 7 F+ = 8 H = 4 F+ = 138% 

 D = 4 F− = 1 Anat = 1  

  Kan = 2  H = 36.36% 

    A = 54.5% 
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Overall, Michael’s protocol may also be considered as indicative of an un-
healthy individuation process; mainly due to Michael’s tremendous difficulty 
being separated from the object and developing the symbolic function. 

7. Discussion 

By comparing the Rorschach two protocols, both individuals with addictive be-
haviour gave similar answers. Both their protocols indicate limited imagination, 
poor mentalization and difficulty in the area of expressing emotions, with a ten-
dency to rather control them. Most important, their anxiety appeared linked to a 
fixation towards the object. In this way, the object seemed to remain experienced 
as unseparated and undifferentiated rather than linked to the self. Furthermore, 
both protocols have been characterised by the mechanism of inhibition and poor 
imagination, which are essential characteristics of borderline personality. The 
adolescents are constantly struggling against any associative commitment. An 
increased vigilance is marked during the Rorschach tests, by reinforcing their 
defenses of mechanism, by inhibitions and by conformity of their responses. 

The variety of determinants, divided between forms and kinesthesias, as well 
as the variety of contents suggest a certain richness of mentalization. However, 
the failure of a good quality of mentalization in the case of our adolescents is as 
obvious due to the fact that the level of verbalization is low. The colors on the 
cards, even perceived, are avoided and are uninterpreted. In consequence, the-
reof, in the field of addictions, severe impairments of mentalization can be no-
ticed, because of the insecure separation-individuation. This can also be due to 
the paucity of the number of defensive operations available, associated with a ri-
gid recourse most often to one of them slightly prevalent in the protocol which 
then aims to prevent progressive or regressive movements. The mechanism of 
isolation is predominant in both our cases, can be traced to the poverty of im-
agination, the separation anxiety and the neutralization and leads to the conclu-
sion that the massive inhibition expresses the affect and the high level of anxiety. 
As described above (Richelle et al., 2017), the mechanism of isolation is marked 
on the Rorschach test by an increase in F% and F+ % (Theo’s F is 92.3% and F+ 
75% and Michael’s F is 81.81% and F+ is 138%), a decrease in sensory reactivity, 
a perceptual and interpretative decoupage (Dd, Dbl, Ad, Hd).  

Taken together, the splitting mechanism of both tests suggests that our ado-
lescents have a fluctuant point of view of others and of themselves. However, 
both adolescents imply that the splitting organization is a fundamental of posi-
tively toned representations. Their Rorschach test show a reflective feeling of 
aloneness, separation and failure of individuation. As seen, their whole projec-
tion of image and of others is gradually a separated image. The battle to keep a 
whole image is apparent, but failed in the end.  

The purpose of our study was to demonstrate that adolescents with addictions 
are more likely to develop unhealthy individuation patterns because of the fail-
ure or accidents that happened during the first separation-individuation. The 
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reactivation of the individuation process, mediated by identity-formation and 
the resolution of the Oedipal problematic, is a core developmental task in ado-
lescence. Data from the projective tests protocols of the above participants indi-
cate deficits in those areas, which would suggest that the individuation process 
was hindered.  

The inability to integrate the aspects of the separation-individuation process 
of experience can lead to psychopathology (Mahler, Pine, & Bergman, 1975). As 
discussed in the above protocols, in our cases, the ineffectiveness in integrating 
frustrating and enjoyable aspects of experience with another person, especially 
with the mother, led to an unstable sense of self and to an insecure relationship 
with the object. The danger of regression means a non-separation of the 
child/mother dyad with the internal psychic/internal representation of the 
mother and this suggests a connection to the failure of the resolution of the Oe-
dipus complex. 

Blos (1962), as mentioned above, goes even further mentioning that the ado-
lescence hides a narcissism behind. This may also be due to the sexuality, the es-
sence that distinguishes the adolescent from the child. Failure of the second se-
paration-individuation could be due to possible rejection from the family during 
childhood. It is not only about a physical absence, but lived experiences by the 
child and internalized as such. The adolescents, in our cases, try to move for-
ward by adopting pseudo-adult behavior and characteristics in order to conquer 
their own subjectification in a quest for the symbolic father only by regressing to 
a childhood and primitive behavior. The results showed that the two subjects 
had a volatile view of the others and themselves. The Rorschach test also showed 
a reflexive sense of detachment, failure of individuality and of construction of 
identity. The complete projection of their image and of that others was a pro-
gressively detached image. The battle to preserve a complete image is visible, but 
failed in the end. 

These “cumpulsive acts in the border between psyche and soma”, as Joyce Mc 
Dougall mentions, serve as a wall against differentiation and identity and rise to 
mop up the anxiety of emptiness and separation. The anxiety of separation can 
here be translated as the anxieties of separation experienced as a loss of self due 
to the fact that the maternal object is included in a narcissistic experience. The 
setback of separation of the object is that the loss is impossible because of the 
fundamental narcissistic function. The addiction to any object shows a depen-
dence caused by non existance of self-sufficiency.  

Overall, the addiction can be explained here as a merciless quest for an object 
to consume. It reflects an appetite without investment, a daily battle to try to 
maintain an internal balance and an oscillation between the need for an object 
and narcissistic safeguarding. Not only the lack of answers in total (for Theo 13 
answers and for Michael 11 answers) is an indicator of addictive behavior, but 
also the fixed unemotional and cold answers (“two humans”, “two babies” etc.) 
are repetitively found in addictive patients’ protocols (Smaniotto & Lighezzo-
lo-Alnot, 2010), as opposed to the dynamic of expressive answers. 
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Any therapeutic relationship, especially a psychoanalytic psychotherapy, ele-
vates the hidden regressive desires for total dependence on an object adorned 
with the qualities of the ideal object, exclusively available and holder of a totally 
co-planting magical power which would realize a state of indifferentiation. These 
characteristics have also been raised on the Rorschach protocols as seen above. 
For both case studies, the object is constantly unseparated and there are no re-
nunciations of perception and pleasure of the primary object in reality, but re-
gression on the dependence on the primary object. 

There have been many psychological studies examining psychological factors 
in addictions. Many of them have focused on a specific addiction, such as drug 
abuse, alcohol or the use of smartphones. The purpose of our study was to focus 
on intrinsic factors impacting on one’s proneness to develop addictions, and 
more specifically on the links between the individuation process and its failure. 
Our study is limited due to the small number of protocols provided. It could be 
extended and elaborated with more samples. Further investigation is needed in 
order to value the findings within a larger sample. Furthermore, future research 
can examine the type of therapy that these individuals might benefit from.  

8. Conclusion 

The first developmental challenges occur in early childhood according to Mah-
ler, establishing that one needs to be separated from primary love objects (i.e., 
separation) in order to acquire unique individuality (i.e., individuation). Ac-
cording to Blos, the second phase of separation-individuation is “reborn” during 
adolescence. During both developmental phases, the child progressively bears 
the separateness from the mother. Meanwhile, the child tries to maintain contact 
with their primary love objects. Overall, separation-individuation is the purpose 
of a multifaceted dialectical interaction between independence and connection 
(Allen et al., 1994; Grotevant & Cooper, 1986). The aptitude for separation, 
therefore, has the power of a true psychic organizer.  

Adolescent individuation has been characterised by the reproduction of the 
structural emotional changes that are rooted in internal childhood objects. It re-
flects not only a process, but also an achievement that constitutes an internal 
module. It also signifies all the ego changes of the adolescent detachment from 
infantile objects (Blos, 1967). Without a successful disengagement from the in-
fantile objects during separation-individuation, the adolescent sees the world ei-
ther as “precluded, hindered, or remains restricted to simple replication and 
substitution” (Blos, 1967). Without “true engagement with the other”, there is 
no “the result” or “test of firm self-delineation” (Erikson, 1968). The importance 
of the quality of object experiences during infancy is emphasised as they reap-
pear during adolescence. Failure to acquire a secure detachment from the pri-
mary object, adolescents are going to face an inability to mentalize. The inability 
to separate is linked with the inability to acquire rich imagination, and the inca-
pacity to comprehend, recognize and give meaning to their emotions and those 
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of others. As discussed, the Rorschach projective test, demonstrates the sterile 
vocabulary and imagination due to unsuccessful mentalization. Since mentaliza-
tion assumes that the subject is capable of linking the affects to sharable repre-
sentations in a conscious and continuous way, in order for the object to be whole 
and continent, our adolescents find external addictive objects in order to gain 
the unaccomplished containment. The external reality seems to be used more as 
a substitute for the void of the internal object than as a support for the imaginary 
activities.  

Adolescents are more prone to find “home” in substance use or objects and 
become addictive in order to develop an illusion of independence and a sense of 
merging again with the primary object. The first attempt to be separated from 
the primary object and then to adopt the identification through individuation by 
mediating mentalization is unsuccessful, which fact drives the subject to repeat 
this process during adolescence, with the difference that this time he needs to 
choose an external object. The addiction can be explained as dependence to the 
external reality of the external object through the mechanism of defense that is 
the isolation, which intervenes to separate the representation from its emotional 
charge.  

Internalized object relations and defensive functioning have been central 
fields in studies of borderline personality psychic organizations. The generaliza-
tion of the results is limited by the number of participants in this study. Howev-
er, our study aims at concluding the clinical sessions of the two addict subjects 
using the Rorschach test. Future researches might be conducted using a larger 
number of participants in order to generalize our findings. Our empirical study 
is limited and needs to be broadened with compared results of adolescents 
without addictions. Suggested therapy is Mentalized-Based Therapy (Fonagy, & 
Target, 2006) which aims to increase the capacity to mentalize in order to im-
prove the regulation of the affect and the interpersonal relations of borderline 
patients. 
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