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    TRANSACTIONAL ANALYSIS


    A VALUABLE TOOL FOR UNDERSTANDING YOURSELF AND OTHERS


    
      	Problem: many of us are looking for ways to improve our day-to-day relationships. Transactional analysis can help!


      	Aim: to gain a better understanding of our behaviour and our relationships with other people.


      	
        FAQs:

        
          	What makes transactional analysis different from other approaches?


          	Who can benefit from transactional analysis?


          	What fields is transactional analysis used in?


          	How can you learn to use transactional analysis?


          	Does being autonomous mean always being an Adult?


          	How can autonomy help us on a day-to-day basis?


          	What does misreading mean?


          	How do psychological games work?


          	Can we ever fully escape our life script?

        

      

    


    Many of us are leading increasingly hectic personal and professional lives, leaving us feeling as though we are constantly swept up in a whirlwind as we rush to get everything done and fight to succeed at all costs. This can soon lead to conflict in our relationships with other people and produce a deep-seated sense of unease. However, most people eventually come to the realisation that many of the habits they have developed as coping mechanisms are actually counterproductive, and have only led to wasted time instead of happiness.


    Transactional analysis (TA) allows us to work on our relationships with both ourselves and other people. All too often, our chronic lack of time results in a failure to listen to others and even to our own needs. Rather than taking the time to work out why we feel uncomfortable, we ignore our feelings and take an individualist approach which only makes things worse and may undermine our wellbeing. However, understanding our own inner processes and the way we interact with others may be the key to a calmer, more fulfilling life.


    In just 50 minutes, you will learn about the key principles of TA and find out exactly how it can help you make positive changes in your life.

  


  
    THE TOOLS OF TRANSACTIONAL ANALYSIS
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    Transactional analysis was developed by the Canadian-born psychiatrist Eric Berne (1910-1970) in the 1950s. It emphasises our responsibility for our own lives and our power to change them, and asserts that we can be truly happy if we take control of our existence.


    Transactional analysis enables us to analyse our relationships with others and understand our reactions to external events. Its accessibility and universality mean that it is one of the most enduringly popular psychological theories.


    THE EGO-STATE MODEL


    Structural analysis (content)


    According to transactional analysis, human behaviour is governed by three ego-states, namely Parent, Adult and Child. Each ego-state is characterised by a coherent set of thoughts and feelings and linked to a corresponding set of behaviours. The three states represent our way of expressing our personality and can be observed in particular situations, which means that Berne’s model can be used as a behavioural analysis tool to understand our actions and reactions at any given moment.
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    The purpose of TA is to place the Adult in control and allow them to give the Parent and the Child the opportunity to express themselves when the situation calls for it. The three ego-states each represent different ways of dealing with reality, but they are all necessary to our balance. The Parent emulates learned behaviour, the Child draws on past experience and the Adult accepts reality as it is, taking into account where they are at the present moment.


    For example, if you have a colleague who feels the need to constantly explain everything to you even after you have been working at the company for several months, they are in Parent mode. If you are in a car and brake because you see a lorry speeding towards you, the Adult in you has taken the reins. Conversely, if your boss makes a harmless comment about the state of your desk and you react by feeling victimised and complaining, your inner Child is expressing themselves.


    
      OBSERVE YOUR BEHAVIOUR


      If you want to get a clearer understanding of how this analysis can help you, try to visualise moments in your life when you act like a child. For example, if the idea of public speaking sends you into a panic, this is because you are being controlled by the Child state. Becoming aware of this is the first step towards changing.


      Next, ask yourself whether this anxiety is justified. What is the worst thing that could happen while you are speaking in public? How would you act if the Adult took control? What would make this possible? What can you do to achieve this?


      Asking yourself these kinds of questions enables you to challenge your established beliefs and tackle the behaviours that are holding you back and undermining your wellbeing.

    


    For a well-balanced life, we need each of the three ego-states: the Adult enables us to react appropriately to the situation at hand; the Child provides us with a sense of fun and spontaneity; and the Parent gives us an awareness of social rules and conventions. Each state has its advantages:


    
      	the Parent provides values, beliefs, rules and opinions;


      	the Adult provides logic, information and objective analysis;


      	the Child provides emotions, intuition and curiosity.

    


    Functional analysis (process)


    As well as the ego-states model, there is a functional model which shows how each ego-state is used.


    [image: ]


    There are a few things we can take away from this model:


    
      	The Parent is divided into two, giving us:

        
          	The Controlling Parent, who judges, guides and sets out rules. They can criticise and punish, or provide structure and protection.


          	The Nurturing Parent, who takes care of us and responds to our needs. They can be permissive and encouraging, or overprotective and suffocating.

        

      


      	The Adult is always “neutral”. They determine which ego-state is best for a given situation. They investigate, reason, set out hypotheses, negotiate, decide, etc.


      	The Child is also divided, giving us:

        
          	The Free Child, who is spontaneous. They have lots of energy, react in unpredictable ways and ask for things directly. However, they can be selfish.


          	The Adapted Child, who can be rebellious (legitimate opposition) or submissive (they follow what is expected of them and react accordingly).

        

      

    


    These different uses of the ego-states form part of who we are, which means that at times we can behave as a Nurturing Parent, while at others we will be more of a Controlling parent. We need to be able to take a step back in order to observe ourselves objectively and analyse ourselves accurately.


    The different kinds of transactions


    As we would expect, these ego-states have an impact on our relationships. Transactions between two people (exchange of a message and the corresponding response) are straightforward when both participants adopt the Adult position, but this is not always the case. The three types of transactions illustrated below will give us a better understanding of the way we communicate:
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      	Transactions are described as complementary or parallel when the response is appropriate. This response involves two ego-states, one per person. For example, if you act as a Child and the other person responds as a Parent, communication is effective.


      	Transactions can also be crossed. For example, if the other person talks to you as an Adult and you respond as a Child, communication breaks down because the response is not appropriate.


      	Transactions are referred to as ulterior when there is a psychological component, meaning that a non-verbal message is hidden behind the verbal message. For example, if your friend asks you what time it is when you were supposed to be meeting them quarter of an hour ago, you may take this as a criticism, which means that even though you verbally respond as an Adult, your tone of voice and body language position you as a Child.

    


    FUNDAMENTAL NEEDS


    We all have a set of fundamental needs, which are necessary for both our body (eating, breathing, sleeping, etc.) and our mind to thrive. In order to maintain good physical and mental health, we need to recognise and satisfy these needs. Berne identifies six “hungers”, three of which are outlined below:


    
      	Stimulus hunger. From childhood onwards, we need stimulation in order to engage with the world around us. Using all five of our senses helps us to build a relationship with our environment and keeps them sharp.


      	Recognition hunger. Without recognition, it is difficult for us to develop a sense of our own identity or to strive for improvement. The nature of this hunger varies from person to person.


      	Time structure hunger. Berne asserts that we all feel the need to position ourselves in time and space, to occupy our time throughout our lives and to have clearly defined rules. This hunger responds to our need for limits and a recognisable structure to reassure us.

    


    TIME STRUCTURE AND OUR RELATIONSHIPS WITH OTHERS


    As its name suggests, “time structure hunger” responds to a need for structure. In our relationships, we use time in six different ways, which are listed below in increasing order of the intensity of the signs of recognition exchanged. This does not mean that one way of communicating is better than any other; each approach has its place, and relationships will typically draw on most or all of them.


    
      	Withdrawal: we are with other people, but we do not communicate with them, instead remaining in our own bubble. We give out signs that we do not want to engage in contact.


      	Rituals: we communicate according to social conventions and the rules of politeness. This is the most reassuring way of entering into contact with other people, and it echoes our cultural habits.


      	Pastimes: we talk to pass the time and our conversation is focused on mundane subjects such as the weather, sport and the news. This means that it is predictable and we are not too invested in the interaction.


      	Activities: the conversation focuses on a shared interest, and everything we say and do is related to this interest.


      	Games: Berne defines games as a series of hidden, complementary transactions which progress towards a clearly defined, predictable result. Communication is based not on what is said, but on what is expressed covertly. Games are often unconscious, intense and repetitive.


      	Intimacy: the relationship is based on trust. Communication is authentic and spontaneous, and we tell the other person how we really feel. Moments of intimacy are brief and do not occur very often. It is the most dangerous mode of communication, because it involves leaving ourselves vulnerable.

    


    
      PRACTICAL EXAMPLE


      Today, I am going to go to work on the tram, where I will be alone (withdrawal). Once I get there, I will have a coffee with my colleagues (rituals) and we will chat (pastimes). This evening, I am meeting up with some friends to organise our next hiking trip (activities). Then, I will be left alone with an acquaintance who I have a strange relationship with: I feel uncomfortable when I am around her, but I cannot put my finger on the reason why (games). When I get home, I will talk to my husband about how I feel (intimacy).


      Now, consider your own approach to communication. You can analyse how you structure your time in every aspect of your life: your professional life, your family life, your relationships with your friends, etc. Identify the way you structure your time in each of these situations and ask yourself whether or not it is really helpful.

    


    LIFE SCRIPTS


    Is our future preordained?


    Transactional analysis is based on the idea that we devise our own life story during childhood. Most of this story is already written by the time we are seven years old, although it is revised during adolescence. The script we develop is the one that, as children, we believe will best help us through life. By the time we reach adulthood, we are no longer aware of this course, but we still follow it unconsciously.


    This “preordained” narrative of our life is referred to by Berne as a “life script” and, along with the ego-states model, it is one of the cornerstones of TA. It is the source of everything that holds us back as adults: our worries and stumbling blocks often arise because we repeat past patterns of behaviour that are not appropriate to our current situation in an attempt to stick to our life script. Analysing our life script will therefore enable us to understand our limiting beliefs, the elements that are holding us back and where they come from. And it bears repeating: awareness is the first step towards change!


    Berne describes the lift script as a subconscious plan for our lives. He adds that not only is this plan drawn up when we are children, but it is also reinforced by our parents and justified by subsequent events.


    Rather than a worldview, the life script can be compared to a play, which has a beginning, middle and end, a main theme and a number of secondary plots. You will have already chosen the genre (comedy, drama, adventure, etc.) and established who will play the protagonists, the sidekicks and the supporting roles, although by this point you are unlikely to remember how your story started or why it has developed as it has. In other words, even though you are the one who has written your life script and is now playing the starring role in it, this writing process is entirely subconscious.


    Our life scripts are so powerful that we will go out of our way to ensure that they are not thrown off course and reject anything that could contradict them. We are determined to avoid anything that could jeopardise our life script, which creates stumbling blocks and can cause us problems. It is almost as if we are wearing blinkers which leave us blind to the decisions we made when we were children, and which continue to guide us even now that our circumstances are very different. This prevents us from seeing new possibilities and can leave us trapped in our own limited, biased outlook on the world.


    Consequently, it is worth taking the time to stop and reflect so that we can work on our life script. This will in turn enable us to take back control of our lives and give ourselves greater freedom to act.


    As is the case for the ego-states, our life script is also made up of content (our story) and a process (the way we act our story out).


    Of course, this theory is not meant to be taken as absolute truth: on the contrary, it is intended to provide a way for us to analyse ourselves. Nothing is set in stone, and what holds true for one person will not necessarily hold true for another. Broadly speaking, there are three kinds of life script:


    
      	Winning life scripts: in this script, the person happily accomplishes the goal that they have set for themselves. This kind of script is associated with people who love their lives: they may still encounter problems, but they always find solutions to them, and they have plenty of resources to draw on.


      	Losing life scripts: in contrast to winning life scripts, in this case the person fails to achieve their goals. This script often corresponds to people who have a negative image of themselves, their life and the world around them. They also have a tendency to self-sabotage.


      	Non-winning life scripts: in this case, the person has a normal, mundane life that is generally happy but lacks excitement. They avoid taking too many risks, enjoy security and plod through lift without thinking too much.

    


    Each life script is actually a mixture of these three categories. In some areas of our lives, we are winners, whereas in others we are losers. The important thing is to realise that you have the power to change things: by becoming aware of your life script, you can work out where you have taken losing decisions (meaning where you have adopted negative behaviours) so that you can do things differently in the future. Ultimately, you have two options: you can continue to blindly follow your life script and keep repeating the behaviours that will take you to its inevitable end, or you can decide to build a new life.


    The aim of this classification of possible life scripts is to open your eyes to the past and facilitate beneficial changes in the present.


    The drivers behind our life scripts


    Drivers are courses of action which have been instilled in us by our parents and our upbringing and which have contributed to the development of our life scripts. We unconsciously adopt behaviours to respond to them, which can be harmful when these behaviours no longer serve us and prevent us from developing. The American clinical psychologist Taibi Kahler (born in 1943) has identified five drivers:


    
      	Be perfect: this type of behaviour is established when excellence is demanded throughout childhood, meaning that failure is not tolerated and effort is not praised (“That wasn’t bad but you could have done better”). This leads to obsessive perfectionism in adulthood. If this driver applies to you, you will be stressed, overly critical of yourself and others, and perpetually dissatisfied. You risk falling into the trap of thinking that if you are not “perfect”, you will be rejected by society and not liked by others.


      	Be strong: this driver reflects a strict upbringing that leaves no room for feelings and emotions (“Don’t cry in public”). This promotes individualism and discourages confiding in others, which is seen as weakness. Adults who display this type of behaviour are very disciplined and appear impervious to emotions.


      	Hurry up: since childhood, we are expected to rush to get to school, to take our bath, to eat, etc. (“Hurry up, Daddy’s going to be late”). When this driver predominates, we are always rushing about, our diary is packed and we unconsciously seek the stress that comes with time pressure to perform at our best.


      	Please others: this applies to children who have realised that they need to please the adults in their lives to get attention and be valued (“Finish your dinner for Mummy”). Later on, they will prioritise other people’s happiness before their own because they feel that they only exist to help others. They will let their own needs take a back seat and find it difficult to say no.


      	Try hard: in this case, the child receives the message that what matters is effort, but not necessarily results (“You need to work hard to deserve your salary”). This means that in adulthood, even if they have achieved their objective, it is not enough: they must keep trying, and their life becomes a permanent struggle.

    


    Once again, keep in mind that these tools and methods for analysis have been simplified. Each person is unique and may be guided by multiple drivers, with a different one predominating in each area of their life. The list of drivers serves to give us a better understanding of ourselves and other people, and should enable us to become less judgemental and more tolerant of ourselves and the people around us.


    Now that you have a clearer view of the drivers that shape your life script, observe yourself objectively. Take the time to reflect on your habits, your obsessions, your attitude to your professional relationships, the way you are raising your children, etc. Can you identify your dominant driver?


    Once you have identified your dominant driver, try to see what you could do to restore balance. For example, if you cannot bring yourself to say no to your children or your boss, ask yourself if this is justified or if it is due to your upbringing. Similarly, if you are constantly rushing about and get stressed when you do not feel busy enough, ask yourself if this is a result of your upbringing or past patterns of behaviour. You may find that these behaviours are no longer suited to your current situation.


    You can transform your habits by reframing your dominant driver as a permission that you are granting yourself. Try to keep this permission in mind and use it on a daily basis.
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    The aim here is not to eliminate a particular behaviour completely, but to retain and emphasise its helpful elements and change the rest. Indeed, each driver brings with it some positive qualities:


    
      	be perfect: a commitment to quality work;


      	be strong: resistance to stress and pressure and good crisis management skills;


      	hurry up: reactivity and an ability to meet very tight deadlines;


      	please others: personability and empathy;


      	try hard: patience and perseverance.

    


    Life positions


    In transactional analysis, drivers are directly linked to our life scripts and life positions. Berne hypothesises that we all have


    
      	I am OK;


      	I am not OK;


      	You are OK;


      	You are not OK.

    


    

    
      	I am OK and you are OK (+/+). This involves taking a very positive view of the world, even when difficulties arise. People who adopt this life position are comfortable in their own skin and can always put a positive spin on events (“I didn’t get this job, but that means that a better opportunity is waiting for me somewhere else”). They are in harmony with themselves and the world around them.


      	I am not OK and you are OK (-/+). People who adopt this life position see themselves as victims and misfits. They look for recognition at any cost, and are even prepared to accept humiliation to get it. They may end up apologising before they have even spoken, and seem to admit that they deserve to be mistreated.


      	I am OK and you are not OK (+/-). These people have a high opinion of themselves which is not always justified. They think that they are always right and others are wrong, refuse to accept responsibility for their problems, instead blaming other people or circumstances outside their control, and may even deny that they have problems. They generally seek to dominate other people or put them down.


      	I am not OK and you are not OK (-/-). People in this situation are often desperate, and they have a very pessimistic outlook on life. They feel as though they are sinking but are incapable of asking for help. They have completely given up, to the point that they no longer bother expressing their needs.

    


    

    

    
      

      

      

      

      
        	What makes you move into each quadrant?


        	How do you behave in each quadrant (actions, feelings, emotions, etc.)?


        	Which ego-state dominates in each quadrant, and which ego-state does this inspire in other people?

      


      
    


    AUTONOMY


    

    
      	Awareness: this means being in touch with reality and the here and now, and the ability to use all your senses without letting your mind influence your perceptions.


      	Spontaneity: this means switching smoothly between the three ego-states (Parent, Adult and Child) depending on the situation rather than relying on old rules and habits that are no longer suited to the circumstances at hand.


      	The capacity for intimacy: as its name suggests, this refers to your ability to reach intimacy (see “Time structure and our relationships with others”) with another person and to share your feelings and needs authentically.
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