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Introduction 

One of the few things that deeply touched and left and imprint in me in my search for answers in the realm of psychotherapy and healing is Eric Berne’s Transactional Analysis.  To me, it is a theory about human personality that is elegantly simple yet one that so profoundly captures the core of human feeling, behaving, thinking, living, and even dying. It is not just a technique used by psychologists but a comprehensive theory of personality in and of itself. It sometimes casually talks of things as abstruse as human destiny yet it also seriously deals with the simplicity of the Child in us.  It goes straight to the issue of what makes humans tick minus the jargon of highfalutin psychology.


Eric Lennard Bernstein was a Canadian psychiatrist who, in the 1950’s migrated to the U.S. and shortened his name to Eric Berne.  (I like people who have guts to change their names.)  He trained in psychoanalysis for years but later broke up with the discipline after being rejected by the psychoanalytic institute, which refused him full-fledged membership.  He mustn’t have been submissive enough to psychoanalytic concepts and this led to his rejection.  For instance, he had often considered labeling patients neurotic, psychotic, alcoholic, and with other words ending in “ic” as offensive and insulting (Steiner, 1974).  He sharply disagreed with the traditional practice of veiling, mystifying, and therefore obscuring psychological processes—a practice done by psychiatrists and psychologists to gain an intellectual high ground over their clients and to remain ambiguous, vague, and not much different from the soothsayers of the middle ages. He was also critical of the use of technical words that furthered the divide between therapist and client and had often been quoted as having said that things that are not worth saying in front of one’s clients or patients are not worth saying at all. 


So he viewed therapy as a contractual process, where the client takes part in the diagnosis and therapy or intervention.  He saw that the client and the therapist stood on equal footing where the therapist lays down all his cards even when the clients keep some of theirs. He also emphasized on results which he tenaciously called “cures.”  And, no matter how scientific sounding a psychologist’s research is, if it does not talk about curing the patients, then to Berne, that would not be worth talking about. In response to psychiatry’s ambiguity in the therapeutic relationship, he said that the only paper worth writing is “How to Cure Patients.” He disliked staff conferences very much and even said: “Maybe the reason that people go into psychiatry is that they are not required to do very much except to have staff conferences to explain why they can’t do very much”(Berne, 1971). 

Organizational consultants should have the same attitude as Berne’s. I’ve witnessed a couple of so called “consultants” speak in vague terms and describe their work with their client organizations as a “continuous process.” Now, there’s nothing wrong with undergoing a process so long as they and the institutions they serve know where they’re heading and when they are going to get there or if they are getting there at all. But sometimes the more this term gets repeated the more they give me the impression that they aren’t sure about what they’re doing. The rule of thumb then in individual therapy or organizational consultancy is as follows:

Consultant: What can I do for you?  OR How would you like your organization to be better?

Organization/Client: I don’t want to be depressed anymore. OR I want my managers to be able to deal with their people better.

C: That’s a bit vague. Can you be more specific? 

O/C: Oh, I get it. I want to get over my husband who left me five years ago and get on with life. OR I want to reduce conflict in our organization thereby improving performance.

C: Ok, I think I can help you. Let’s sit down and discuss specifics. OR I’m sorry that’s not my field of expertise; I specialize in psychometrics and in creating an in-house assessment program. Let me refer you to somebody who can help you.


At this point, I would like to insert one of Berne’s short stories that capture his philosophy of healing and that, in a comic way, allude (though not subtly) to his disagreement with the psychoanalytic tradition and other forms of “therapy” that muddle our thoughts with “gobbledygook”. 

(A Living Problem: “The Gordon Knot”

By Cyprian St. Cyr

Once there was a man called Gordon.  When he was a little boy, his parents tied a monkey on his chest. Every day they made the knot tighter and more complicated, until the monkey was almost a part of Gordon’s body.  With his handicap, Gordon found it difficult to have any fun or play with other children, and it interfered even more with his life when he grew up.  So he decided to go to a doctor and get rid of the monkey.


The first doctor he went to said: “Well, if you will lie still and don’t give me any back talk, maybe we can do something.”  So week after week Gordon lay still while the doctor tried to unravel the knot.  At the end of a few years, there were some loose ends, but the knot still held firm.  Then Gordon got tired of going to that doctor and stopped.


The next doctor looked at the knot carefully and said: “That’s awful. It’s not just a knot, it’s a double knot.”  He was a good doctor, but he couldn’t get the knot untied.


Gordon then went to a third doctor.  This doctor looked at the knot carefully, took out a sword, and with one blow cut right through the center of Gordon’s knot, so that the rope fell off and the monkey ran away.


When the first doctor heard about this, he came to look.  He said: “That’s not fair. You’re supposed to unravel it. And besides, Gordon has a big white spot where the monkey used to be.”  And he said to the second doctor: “Don’t worry, it’s not gone for good anyway. Gordon will soon be back for more treatment.”  And Gordon said to the third doctor: “He’s right. That was cheating. You were supposed to unravel it.  And I do have a big white spot where the monkey used to be. And besides I miss my monkey.”


So the third doctor said: “I’ll tell you what. Let’s have some fun. We’ll paint designs on the white spot. At first Gordon didn’t like the idea, but he soon began to enjoy it.  “They’re only watercolors,” said the third doctor, “and they’ll wash off any time.  And in any case, after a while the white spot will go away and you’ll look just like everybody else.” But Gordon’s friends, when they heard about Gordon having fun like that, said: “Disreputable. Disgusting. Cynical, Everybody knows you’re not supposed to have that kind of fun. Why can’t he stick to standard methods of having fun?”


Question: Why is it usually considered unethical to cut a knot instead of unraveling it?

Transactional Analysis: The Theory

In the broadest sense, TA is an attitude towards life, a humanistic philosophy that promotes a person’s freedom and psychological health.  In a narrower sense, it is a theory of personality founded by Eric Berne, designed with practical and down-to-earth concepts and techniques to help people understand, predict, and change their behaviors and their lifescripts.  This theory is grounded on the belief that a person’s behavior or personality is better understood in the light of behavioral and social context, that is, how that person exhibits different behaviors and how such person “transacts” with another human being. 

Structural Analysis.   

After talking with patients for thousands of hours, Berne noticed that his patients seem to shift behaviors, thoughts, and feelings quite inappropriately.  A patient could come in his office and seem “mature” in her demeanor. Yet after a few moments, she could turn sheepishly and smile like a child.  Then after sometime, such patient could sound moralistic and even condescending.  Berne knew that these “shifts” in thinking, behaving, and feeling are also common to normal people (like you and me; are you?). We behave differently when we’re with our friends from when we are with our parents, don’t we? We shift feelings and even modes of behaving when we are with different people. But our shifts should so reasonably be within boundaries of appropriateness that we don’t laugh during a funeral or cry during children’s parties.  A more basic question though is: Where do these shifts come from?  


After a very serious thought, Eric Berne concluded that such shifts must have come from a deeper structure of personality which is composed of three ego states: Exteropsyche, Neopsyche, and Archeopsyche.  Since Berne wanted to use simple language, he later called these three ego states Parent (P), Adult (A), and Child (C), respectively.  He wasn’t talking about parents, adults, or children. But he was talking about the Parent ego state in us, the Adult ego state in us, and the Child ego state in us—all organized systems of thinking, feeling, and behaving.  




Figure 1: Ego States


The Parent ego state (P) is a system of coherently related feelings, thoughts, and behavior patterns which results from the messages of the person’s own parents or, in their absence, anybody who took their place (e.g. older sibling, yaya, lolo, lola etc.).  All the things they said; all the do’s and don’ts; the things they told you when they scolded you; the words they used when they praised you—all these get recorded in our mind ready to replay when triggered by the right situation. 

I had lunch some time ago with my cousins. There had been quite a number of visitors and all the glasses had been used.  Noticing a few more gulps left in the 1-litre bottle of Coke, I drank straight from it to quench my thirst whereupon my 5 year old niece stood on her chair, placed her arms on her waist and told me: “Uncle, that’s bad manners!” “Oh, who told you that?” I asked. “Oh you hard headed uncle. You should use a glass,” she quipped and then said, “I’ll tell you to my mom.”  She then left the table and cuddled her doll. Now that was the Parent ego state in action: ‘Criticizing’ her uncle at one point then ‘Nurturing’ her doll the next. She got that from her mother. The Parent ego state then, functions in two ways: the Critical Parent (CP) and the Nurturing Parent (NP).  The CP function of the Parent ego state tries to establish and enforce a learned set of ethics or “morality”. In doing so, the typical words it uses are ‘shoulds’ and ‘should nots’ and the typical gesture it displays might be crossed arms or arms on the waist, a wagging forefinger, and a crossed face. The NP is that function that promotes an individual’s welfare. The Nurturing Parent can be described as caring, affectionate, accommodating, hospitable, and, as the terms implies, nurturing.

The Adult (A) ego state is the probabilistic computing center.  It is not, contrary to common notions about it, the mature personality in us.  Maturity implies certain valued standards of behaving. The Adult ego state functions by getting information, processing it, and, based on the processing, acting on it or giving the processed information to an interested party. If one asks for the time and is told the time, then the teller spoke from the Adult. But if the response is an angry “It’s not time to punch out yet!” this could come from the Parent ego state. Or if the reply is a teasing “It’s time to buy your own watch!” then that might be from the Child. 

When my five-year old niece was three she was holding out a fork one day and I jokingly told her its use was for combing one’s hair. So, she went to her mother proudly combing her hair with the fork. Now, that behavior might not have been very mature! But that came from the Adult ego state. That was the information given to her by her childlike uncle and that was what she acted on.

The Child ego state is that which brings color into people’s lives.  It starts out as a Natural Child (NC) with all its naiveté and spontaneity. It cries if it feels like crying, laughs when it feels like laughing, burps even in the middle of a formal dinner, or farts even during a religious ritual.  The Natural Child also seems to be the source of artistry and creativity. However, certain standards of behaving set by society and the family limit the Natural Child’s freedom begetting the Adapted Child (AC) function of our personality. The Adapted Child is that function of the Child in us that adjusts, “gives in” or “adapts” to the demands of the environment.  Passengers who find it difficult to ask the driver for their change because of ‘shyness’ and students who don’t ask their teacher questions for fear that their queries might not sound “intellectual” seem to be dominated by the Adapted Child.

These three ego states are not only abstract concepts. They do have existential basis founded not only on biological underpinnings but also on three pragmatic absolutes: 

1.) That every grown-up individual was once a child; 

2.) That every human being with sufficient functioning brain-tissue is potentially capable of adequate reality testing; 

3.) That every individual who survives into adult life has had either functioning parents or someone in loco parentis (Berne, 1961, pp. 35-36).

The first forms the basis of every person’s Child ego state. Everything one felt, heard, did; every joy, sorrow, and every experience is stored in the vastness of the human brain’s capacity, ready to be replayed when the situation calls for it. The second forms the basis of the Adult ego state. Even a schizophrenic whose Adult must be terribly impaired and the fact that in particular areas of his or her life she knows what’s dangerous to them or not (they don’t usually fall off bridges) proves a certain degree of reality testing capacity.  The third pragmatic absolute forms the basis of the Parent ego state. Usually it is from our parents that we form this external ego. But for those whose parents died when they were young, somebody must have taken their parents’ place. And it is from them that the Parent ego state gets formed.  When the parent substitute is an uncaring uncle, for instance, the child might find it difficult to be nurturing.  This held true to one bank manager I had therapy sessions with. He said his Nurturing Parent ego state was practically impaired. He found it mushy and “corny” to cuddle his children because his own parents died when he was five years old and he was brought up by an absentee uncle.  In one instance when his 4-year old son was crying, he recalled having tossed him a handkerchief and having told him to come back when he was done crying. It must have been no big wonder then that his son got into drugs at the age of 13 and when his daughter turned 14 she slashed her wrists in an attempt to kill herself.  He was incapable of nurturing.

The basic conceptual difference between the Child, Adult, and the Parent ego states and Freud’s id, ego, and super ego is that the ego states are all functions of the ego. They’re not some abstract concepts of personality but they are ‘real people’ existing in real people’s heads. Schizophrenics often hear directives of their own parents reverberating in their ears long after they’re dead.




Figure 2: Functions of the Ego States

Psychopathology: Exclusion and Contamination

There are basically two sources of psychological problems or psychopathologies. The first is when only one or two ego states dominate the personality. This is called Exclusion. The dominant ego state ‘excludes’ the other ego states thus preventing one from experiencing the fullness of the personality. 

For instance, if the Nurturing Parent dominates the personality, this person will be the type of parent who would never allow his or her child to explore new possibilities and arenas for growth and learning. This person will just keep her child at home where it’s safe and secure. This person will be the type of lover, for instance, who pampers his girlfriend or boyfriend--encouraging dependency and stifling freedom. A person whose Critical Parent gains the sole power in his or her personality could be described as an ‘authoritarian.’  This person might be expected to spend his or her life finding faults in others. I’ve heard of a manager who spends the workday looking for faults from among her subordinates—ranging from the dust on their tables to how they comb their hair. On the other hand, when the Adult dominates the personality, such a personality might be characterized as businesslike, factual, cold, stoic, and computer-like. A physicist friend of mine got dumped by his girlfriend because he was too “Adult.” Instead of dancing to the beat of the music and the flicker of lights in a disco, he tries to analyze the volume of the music in terms of decibels and wonders about the refraction of the strobe lights.  People whose energy gets stuck in the Natural Child ego state are Peter Pans who refuse to grow and take on responsibilities. All they want is to have fun all their lives like artists who survive on their parents’ trust fund, squander their money, and upon realizing they’re almost broke -- panic and cling on to whoever enjoys parenting them. When the energy fails to flow from the Adapted Child to other ego states, such a type of exclusion might describe a person who never complains and gives in to everybody’s dictates. Although this person might be perceived as goody-type or the silent-type, he or she might be suppressing if not repressing all the bad feelings only to burst out later when “he or she could no longer take it.”  The Malay and Filipino phenomenon of amok (APA, 1994) can be conceptually explained as an excluding Adapted Child where a person is described as suddenly assaulting others (whether friend or stranger) in rage (Church, 1988; p.69).   Prior to the ‘amok’ the person is usually described as being in relative calm.  He will not have a clear recall of the details after the amok incident.




a.  Exclusive Parent

b. Exclusive Adult

c. Exclusive Child

Figure 3: Exclusions

The second source of psychological problems is called Contamination. This is a certain situation wherein one thinks that the information one possesses is indeed objective and true and coming from the Adult ego state when in fact it is not. When the Parent ego state contaminates the Adult, the person engages is superstition, biases, and prejudices.  “You shouldn’t be sweeping the floor during night time.” “Oh, so you’re a lawyer! You must be a good liar!” he’d say.  When asked why he or she thinks so, they’d usually reply ‘because it’s just so’. “Basta lang!” we Filipinos say.

 I read a story somewhere that must have evolved in different forms. It is about a husband who was quite perplexed why every time his wife deep-fries a chicken she cuts off both legs of it.  So he asked his wife. “Why do you do that, cut off both legs?”  

“That’s what my mother used to do,” she replied. When his mother-in-law came, he asked her the same question.  “Well, that’s what my mother used to do,” the mother-in-law quipped.  Finally the 90-year-old grandmother arrived.  “Please, grandma, don’t tell me it’s what your mother used to do. She’s dead. But why do you cook chicken like that?” the man asked with some exasperation.  With slurred speech the old lady replied, “Oooh, during the war we were so poor we couldn’t afford a bigger pot.” 

Parents’ tendencies to impose their values on to their children, no matter how impractical these are and managers’ resistance to change based on the belief that the old way is THE way stem from the Parent contaminating the Adult. “This is how we used to do things here!” they would say. 

When the Child contaminates the Adult ego state, the person would hold as true the Child’s fears, fantasies, wishes, and dreams.  This person would think, for instance, that people are plotting against him or her and would find ‘convincing’ evidence to support such belief. This is called paranoia.  Or the person could hold on to the idea that a Santa Claus or fate will bring him gifts or swerte (luck) and therefore do nothing to improve his plight.  

You could only imagine the doubly disastrous situation when there’s double contamination.


















a. Parent Contaminating 
b. The Child contaminating 
    c. Double

the Adult 

    
    the Adult


        Contamination

Figure 3: Exclusions

Transactions, Strokes, and Types of Hunger

TA as a theory stands on the assumption that personality can only be understood in the light of social relationships whether these relationships are recalled (historical), observed by another (behavioral), triggered by others’ transactions (transactional), or personally experienced by the person him/herself (phenomenological). You can never understand somebody in isolation. It is when the person describes her relationships with her, say, parents, husband, or boss that you begin to have an insight about her personality. Or when another person begins to speak, behave in peculiar patterns, or speak his mind—only then can you try to assess his personality. It is then in the light of “transactions” that one grasps personality.

But a more basic question is: Why do people transact? An array of answers may be given ranging from the need to exchange ideas and information to socialization and building a society. But the bottom line is the need to exchange strokes in order to survive. Yes. We need to exchange some amount of physical or psychological strokes in order to survive.


A central idea in the TA literature is the concept of strokes.  A stroke is a unit of recognition or a process of stimulation an individual needs to sustain his or her survival.  Physiologically, an infant needs physical touch to survive.  Spitz (1945) demonstrated that infants deprived of this physical stroking developed marasmus--a type of protein-calorie malnutrition due to energy deficiency, which increases susceptibility to infections.  In this state infants “stop eating, become listless, and in severe cases may die” (Elder, 1978).  This need for strokes is called “stimulus-hunger.” Field (1993) has empirically documented therapeutic effects of touch among infants. When the infant grows and matures, however, he or she no longer needs to be physically touched as often as in infancy.  Stimulus-hunger will then be replaced by a symbolic need for a psychological touch called “recognition-hunger.” Individuals are presumed to look for ways to garner 
positive strokes but will settle for negative ones if the former are not available--because negative strokes are better than none at all.  Children, for example, engage in different forms of transactions to gather the type of strokes they need.  A study of preschool children revealed that the more popular children (i.e., those who get the more positive strokes) have the ability to clearly encode emotional signals and decode others’ emotional states (Field & Walden, 1982), perhaps suggesting their capacity to determine which behaviors in them others approve of.

 
On top of stimulus-hunger and recognition-hunger is another type of hunger called structure hunger.  Humans desire predictability and a means to structure their time in the span of their lifetime.  People may engage in any of the six possible avenues to structure their time on earth.  One could indulge in withdrawal (as in a fantasy) or in rituals -- ranging from a very elaborate ritual like those of the Catholic Church to a more mundane ritual of  “hi’s and hello’s.”  Others may engage in pastimes (e.g., conversations about innocuous topics), play a psychological game, engage in an activity (i.e., work) or immerse themselves in an experience of affection and empathy--called intimacy.


However, and again, it is in the context of social transactions that all the preceding concepts can be understood. Let us then proceed to the different types of transactions.

Types of Transactions

The husband asks his wife: Do you know where I placed my watch?

The wife replies: Mmm…I think I saw it in the kitchen. 

This is the first type of transaction called complementary transaction.  If you note in the figure below, the ego state that asked is the ego state that was answered. And the ego state that was asked is the ego state that gave the answer. This results to a complementary type of transaction. Asking about where the watch was, which was an information-seeking question, came from the Adult ego state. Providing an answer on the other hand albeit tentatively, was also an Adult ego state response.





Where’s my watch?


I think it’s in the kitchen.

Although in complementary transactions, relationships seem to proceed smoothly without conflicts, it is not always the ideal type of transaction. As in the case between two employees below who transact with their Child ego state enjoyably, until they get fired.




Hey, there’s a new bar- 

Really? Come let’s go.

house across our office! (

the boss will be late anyway. (
When I ride jeepneys I often hear people transact from the Parent to the Parent ego state of others. Berne calls this type of complementary transaction a Pastime. Here, people often talk about problems and what should be done without necessarily doing anything about them.






You know, management

Yes, I agree. What they’re doing



should have done this…. 

is immoral.



Kids are terrible nowadays….

Gosh, you couldn’t be more right.

Going back to the husband and the wife; sometimes transactions aren’t as smooth as we want them to be. When the husband asks where his watch is, sometimes he gets a nagging response if not a scolding. The scolding apparently comes from the Parent ego state directed to the Child ego state and the resulting transaction is a crossed transaction.




Do you know where I placed

You look for it yourself. or



my watch?



Don’t bother me.

In crossed transactions, real conversation stops. Well, if it proceeds, it does so with more crossed transactions ending with a quarrel. Typically, it will proceed as follows: 

Husband: Well, that’s a very simple question, why can’t you just give a simple answer?

Wife: Why do I always have to follow on your things? Huh? I bet when you married me you weren’t looking for a wife. You wanted a maid!!! 

This goes on and on until the whole conversation gets blown out of proportion.

In the early 90’s, I was very interested in studying crossed transactions because this type of transaction seemed to be a good model for analyzing interpersonal conflicts. Later, however, I realized that a third type of transaction could better explain such conflicts. This is because this type of transaction is more devious and manipulative. It is cunning and subtle. It is the type of transaction that, depending on the degree of severity, could even destroy relationships. It is called ulterior transactions. 

Messages in this type of transaction are double-edged. On one level, a socially acceptable transaction is transmitted. However, such a message carries a hidden or ulterior agenda on another level and which is really the intent of the speaker. A seemingly naïve question about the time (e.g., What time is it?) could indeed sound like an Adult question. However, given the whole context to work on, an ulterior message could be easily inferred. If, for example, the context involves a teacher asking such a question, a student being asked, the student coming in late for class, and the teacher wearing his or her own watch (!)—such question is obviously coming from the Parent directed to the Child ego state and the real message is more of a scolding than a sincere quest for information. The ulterior transaction is conventionally diagrammed with a broken arrow indicating its covert nature.








The socially acceptable message: What time is it?



The ulterior message: Why are you late again?

In this case, it is safe to assume that the teacher would want the student to perceive the ulterior message and apologize for coming in late. In rare instances, however, some students don’t get the ulterior nature of the transaction and correspondingly respond from the Adult and the following would be the expected exchange:

Teacher: “What time is it?”

Student: (Smiling) “It’s 9:15 sir.” 

T: (With disbelief.) “Again, what time is it?”

S: (Confused, this time.) “Mmm…9:16 sir.” 

This would be a comedy scene for the other students who understand. Maybe later the student would realize the nature of the transaction and start to scratch his head and apologize.

Getting Hooked

Let’s look at the transaction between a young and dynamic training consultant and a senior manager-client. Although the client has heard good feedback about the consultant he didn’t realize that the consultant was so young and this threatened him and made him feel suspicious about the consultant’s qualification. The following conversation then ensues.  Note that the tone of their voice (you can’t really hear it here () is really a business-like Adult-to-Adult transaction. The hidden message is placed in parenthesis. 









           Client


        Consultant

Client: Oh, so you’re the speaker? (Gosh, you’re young! Are you qualified?)

Consultant: That’s right, sir. (That’s right, sir.) – No hidden message here. 

Client: How old are you? (Are you really qualified?)

Consultant: Just turned 25. I finished my master’s in organizational psychology. (Of course I am!)

Client: Oh, I see. The people that you’ll be dealing with are my subordinates. (I’m better than them… you included). Do you think you can handle them? These are all accountants. (Are you sure you’re qualified?)

Consultant: It’s ok sir, I won’t be talking about accounting anyway. This session will be psychological in nature. (I said I am qualified, you dork.)

Client:  These people could be your father’s age! They had already been on the job while you were still holding a bottle! (Fill in your interpretation here____________________)

Consultant: Don’t worry sir, my parents fed me PROMIL
. (Fill in your interpretation here _________________________)

In the preceding exchange the consultant’s Child got “hooked” in what I would like to call a psychological powerplay. When ulterior transactions progress into a series of many ulterior transactions, it becomes very messy to diagram them on paper.  So Berne, by force of the need to cognitively economize, called these series of ulterior transactions—a game.  He must have used the term game because there are rules to it and the players get their payoffs from playing. This means this is how they gather strokes from others.

For example, in the “Why Don’t You--Yes But” game, a client unknowingly manipulates the therapist or counselor into helping him or her, therefore promoting his or her own dependency and the conviction that he or she cannot be helped, by responding “Yes...but....” to every attempt on the part of a therapist to suggest solutions to the presenting problem.  The game then ends with the therapist feeling bad, frustrated, and of no use (in his or her own game) as a ‘Rescuer’ and with the patient getting a confirmation of the belief that nobody can really help him or her, or that ‘life really sucks.’  Berne (1964) has dedicated a whole book on this topic, ‘Games People Play’, a not so very apt title because these games are never fun and can even be tragic.  

A typical Yes…but… game follows.

Client: Sir, I’m having troubles with my husband….He does this and that and blah…blah…blah…. And this has severely affected my work. What do you think I should do?

Counselor: Why don’t you do this…(blah…blah…blah…)

Client: Yes…I tried that…but…you see…he never listens.

Counselor: Oh, so why don’t you…(blah…blah…blah…)

Client: Well, that’ sound easier said than done… you see…

Counselor: Ok, how about if you …

Client: I agree. That’s what I should do…but look…

So, it never ends. It proceeds into a confusing cycle with no particular concrete intent to work on the problem. The ulterior message must be:


Client: I need you. And since you can’t really help me, just join me in my misery.


Counselor: Yes you need me. I’m your mother Teresa.

Sometimes managers play the NIGYSOB game. Sounds hi-tech, right? But this really means Now I Got You, You Son of a Bitch. This game is played by the Critical Parent and the manager who plays this intentionally (though s/he is unaware of it) dumps on work on a particular employee whom s/he knows will fail to perform. When the employee fails to deliver, the manager then bursts out and scolds the employee or says: “My goodness…I gave this challenge to prove your worth…and look what you’ve done!”


Some people on the other hand play the Wooden Leg. They highlight (if not exaggerate) the fact that they’re poor, dumb, slow, or miserable and that you have to sympathize with them. The problem is when you do show some sympathy, this reinforces their game and so it goes on and on and on.


Others play Kick Me. They “intentionally” make mistakes although they’re not very conscious of doing so. They spill the glass, break a vase, and constantly come in late during meetings so others could give them a “psychological” kick in the butt. What would you feel like doing if you saw somebody with a note on his back that says “Please don’t kick my butt”?  Yes, that’s right. You would feel like kicking his butt. So it’s actually an invitation to kick and the sooner you do, the more the person gets reinforced to be kicked again some other time. Negative strokes are indeed better than no strokes at all.


Those who play Harried would look like they are always in a hurry. They take on responsibilities from everywhere and swamp themselves with a lot of things to do. And when you invite them for lunch or a movie during the weekend, their favorite response would be: “You go ahead, I’m too busy for that.” Yet, upon a closer inspection, they are not really getting things done; they’re just getting strokes and attention for being busy. “Wow, she’ so busy…”


When people create intrigues and tell you “Did you hear what she said about you? Oh, never mind…” they are actually playing the LYHF game. It means Let’s You and Him Fight. Played by some girls with competing suitors, they seem to “enjoy” the fact that people are fighting over them. 


Depending on the degree, games could proceed on and on and some of them end up, in the words of Eric Berne, “in the hospital or the morgue.” Maybe the moral is simple. You want to live a less stressful life? You want to be more free and sincere and straightforward and honest and conflict-free and genuine? Do you want to accomplish things you set out to achieve and get on with life well?  Stop playing games. But how do we do that? Well, Berne spoke one of the many great truths when he said somewhere: “The only way to stop a game is just to stop.” Big help, right? But I guess that’s why we’re here in this workshop today. To learn to stop being hooked by other people’s games and to stop hooking others into our own games. I honestly believe this is a necessity before we see any genuine social transformation; before we can really get to sit down and do the business of social change.  But we will get to that in a while. 


At the last part of Eric Berne’s book Games People Play, he wrote: “For certain fortunate people there is something which transcends all classification of behavior, and that is awareness; something which rises above the programming of the past, and that is spontaneity; and something that is more rewarding than games, and that is intimacy….”

The Drama Triangle


Summerton (2000) discussed a number of models that represent and explicate the nature and dynamics of games and which may help us attain autonomy: i.e., the ability to avoid getting hooked by others into playing their games and to avoid hooking others into playing our games. One could proceed to plot the transactional vectors and diagram the ulterior transactions. But this could be unwieldy and the diagram can be very messy therefore defeating simplicity. Another model is Berne’s Formula G and may be employed to trace where and how the game started, who got hooked, where the players crossed-up, and how they gather their psychological pay-offs (Berne, 1964).  But a more parsimonious model for games is Karpman’s (1968) Drama Triangle.  He said that game players could take on any one or more of the three basic roles that describe a game. One 

may play the Persecutor (P), Rescuer (R), or the Victim’s (V) role.  The Yes…but…game mentioned earlier is basically a Victim’s game and the one who gets hooked is usually a Rescuer.  




P


R

   







     V

A typical occurrence in everyday life might describe a scene involving a mother who just came from a convention from another city. When she goes home she brings “pasalubong” for her children: a toy for the eldest, a book for the second child, and a green shirt for the youngest, a little girl. The youngest complains why she gets the cheapest gift and sulks and tells the mother that she doesn’t really like green. That’s the Victim’s invite! The father (Persecutor) scolds her and tells her how ungrateful she is to her mom. The girl cries and goes to her room; meanwhile the mother (Rescuer) runs after her and pacifies her, telling her that her dad just had a bad day. The mother faces about, switches roles (becomes a Persecutor to the father) and confronts the father and tells him he shouldn’t have scolded her that way. The father, scratching his head (switches to the Victim role), tells his wife he was just trying to help her.  A perfect mini-drama, right? 

Lives and Scripts 

When one gets to observe the typical ways a person transacts and the usual games a person plays one would get to perceive a pattern of that person’s life and ways of living. Such a pattern carries a peculiar theme wherein the lines, the ups and downs of such a person’s life, and even its ending—to a trained and sensitive observer--would be quite discernible if not predictable.  These life themes or patterns have been intensively studied by transactional analysts who use the term scripts to describe such life patterns.

Berne (1972) defined a script as an “ongoing program, developed in early childhood under parental influence, which directs the individual’s behavior in the most important aspects of his life.”  This program is said to be a preconscious life plan that is used to structure longer periods of time--filled with rituals, activities, pastimes, and games that support the script.  


The script starts off in childhood in a primitive form called the protocol.  The protocol is the early conditioning that influences the various options with which the child approaches the script decision (Schiff, 1977).  Even at this stage, Berne argued, the type of script the child will take (whether a ‘Loser’, a ‘Winner’ or a ‘Banal’ script) is already predictable.   In a protocol, interactions between mother and child can already be a telling event for a script to form.  For example, a boy who is constantly told “Isn’t he amazing?” and reinforced for a couple more years with “That’s a good boy” will presumably do better than one who constantly hears “Naughty, naughty,” with a matching “What’s he fussing about?” or “Can you ever do anything right?”  I wouldn’t be surprised to see the latter boy ending up in a juvenile delinquency program years later.  


A Loser, sometimes called by Berne a frog, is someone who fails to accomplish what he or she sets out to do (Berne, 1972).  The favorite script lines in this type might be “If only...” or “I should have...” or any of its variants that show repeated 
regrets over past failures.  They also experience anxiety over future concerns, real or imagined and repress spontaneity in the expression of feelings, thoughts, and behaviors (James & Jongeward, 1978).  They rationalize, intellectualize, and play the “Yes... But...”game.  Sometimes their scripts have tragic endings called hamartic scripts.


Winner’s Script.  A Winner is a person who succeeds in what he or she says he or she wants to do (Berne, 1972).  A Winner recognizes own mistakes, knows what to do next, and does it. Achievement is not necessarily the goal, but the recognition of what one 
can do and the decision to do it (James & Jongeward, 1978).  


Banal Script.  A person with this script is neither a winner nor a loser.  This individual is also known as an “at leaster.”  People who take on this role work very hard not for the purpose of winning but just to stay even (Berne, 1972).  They run businesses with the intent to gain yet feel contented getting a break even.  They say “Well, at least I didn’t ...” or “At least we have this much to be grateful for...”


If a person sets out to earn 200,000 pesos in a year or get a Ph.D. and does it, then s/he is a winner. Ending up borrowing money and flunking out of college would describe a loser.  Having saved ‘at least’ 150,000 pesos and finishing ‘at least’ a master’s degree would be a nonwinner’s (banal) script.


Let me provide as another example the story of a 38-year old female client I had a few years ago. She was referred to me because of severe depression. The first time she came to my group therapy session she immediately narrated a series of failed romantic relationships. “Men by nature are really polygamous,” she’d say. She said she had been “jumping” from one relationship to another and eventually found out in the end that all guys are the same; they all take advantage of girls and leave them in the end.  Other members of the group therapy who had known her pointed out to her that the type of guys she went out with was obviously the “Don Juan” type. There had indeed been other suitors who were more tamed and gentlemanly but they were not her type. 

It was much later in the course of the sessions that her “script” came into conscious awareness. Later, she narrated how bad she felt when she saw her own father in bed with another woman. She was four years old when this happened and since then everyday of her life her mother “warned” her-sometimes in subtly ulterior ways-of the evil that men do by their very nature. Her growing up and her relationships must then have been unconscious affirmations of such belief system: that no one can really trust men (i.e., that all guys are suckers!). That was her script. That was her lifeplan. That was a loser’s script because she admitted she wanted a “normal” relationship, a faithful partner, but just couldn’t find one.


Script analysis is an involved field under the school of Transactional Analysis and those interested may read Berne’s (1972) What do you say after you say hello: The psychology of human destiny or Steiner’s (1974) Scripts people live: Transactional analysis of lifescripts.  It would suffice to say that however intricate an individual’s script appears to be, at the abstract level, it can be categorized as either a Winner, Loser, or Banal script. It is also important to note that the aim of therapy or organizational change and development is to help the client rewrite the script he, she, or it was programmed to live out. 

The Organizational Ego States

In the early 90’s I was invited as a guest speaker for the Aboitiz Transport Systems’ first national labor management council convention.  I talked about TA; its applications in the workplace and its potential use in conflict management, bargaining, and even human development activities. During the open forum, one middle management employee raised his hand and asked in the presence of both labor-force and top management: “Ric, how could we expect the Natural Child in us to come out and express its creativity at work when the atmosphere in the office is highly Critical Parent?” The employee made it clear that it was not the people at the individual level whose personalities were predominantly Critical Parent but the atmosphere when these people get together in the office and enforce policies, procedures, and directives. 
I must have muttered a reply of some sort but it was much later that I realized that such a question could open a new arena of investigation and thinking—that of the application and extension of Transactional Analysis concepts to the level of organizations and institutions. 


The employee’s observation was akin to the issue of the existence of groups. Does a group have a personality of its own that is distinct from those of the individual members of it?  Extreme individualists would think that the answer is no, and that a group is just a bunch of individuals sharing a common goal or similar interests and that the “personality” these group researchers perceive in a group is just the collation of individual personalities. If this were reasonable, however, such a personality would likely disintegrate when people leave the group. But it does not. A group’s identity is often preserved and becomes evident in its culture and socialization processes. Early researches even point to the existence of group norms (Sherif, 1936) where individuals adjust their behavior and judgment upon unobtrusive pressures from others; groupthink (Janis, 1982) where a group engages in a mode of operation characterized by unanimity in thought and decision; and entitativity (Campbell, 1958) wherein observers can intuitively distinguish a group from a non-group or an ordinary aggregate of people. 


I argue for the existence of a group. Consequently, I argue for the existence of a group’s ego states—separate and distinct from its members’ individual ego states. The formation of these ego states must be influenced by a multiplicity of factors including the following: the ego states of its founders, board of directors, decision makers, policy formulators, and policy enforcers (e.g., HR managers and supervisors), and the synergy that all these people make up upon joining the organization. An institutional Parent --which to me is the most evident ego state in an organization because of its Parental function--can be evident in its policies (Fischer, 1993). How Nurturing or Critical these policies are can readily be content analyzed from the company manual and from the nature of memoranda issued to employees.  An institutional Adult can be measured based on how open the organization is to information coming both from within and from the external environment, how well it processes this information, how it makes decisions based on the given information, and how ready such an organization is for change.  The Child of the organization can be gleaned from perhaps many angles, namely: the nature of the organization itself and--within its functioning as an institution—how open it is for celebration, festivities, and fun and other activities that may not be directly related to its primary nature. There are organizations that by their very nature are evidently “childlike.” Entertainment businesses for instance and toy factories are arguably more dominantly Child-like than, say, accounting firms or religious convents. 

If individuals suffer from some form of pathology or another, do institutions suffer from similar, albeit more broad forms of pathologies? I believe so. As a matter of fact, the whole business of OD or organizational development as a discipline is looking into the organization’s functioning and diagnosing some form of organizational dysfunctions, affecting the whole system. Whether or not such dysfunctionalities can be theoretically understood in the light of contaminations and exclusions still remains to be scrutinized. It is reasonable, however, to hypothesize that an institution’s level of impulsivity in making decisions (Child contaminating the Adult) or its imbalance in the use of its ego states (i.e., exclusions) does create predictable consequences in the organization’s survival. That must be the reason why accounting firms need to have sports fests (and let the Adult rest to give way to the Child) in the same manner that entertainment businesses (which I argue to be an organizational Child) also need to plan their product diversification schemes with the utmost conscientiousness of the Adult while the Child is at pause.

How are Strokes Institutionalized? 
The stroke concept in the TA literature should be the easiest to perceive in organizations. One would merely ask how an organization provides the necessary strokes to its employees. Ranging from the more institutionalized system down to the casual procedures of providing and getting strokes, one may ask: What is the organization’s system of rewards and benefits? How do people in the organization motivate and encourage each other during the course of the working day? 

I know of a couple of institutions whose bargaining committees were made practically and positively ineffectual because management was so proactive that it continuously created and modified reward schemes before employees got to ask for a raise. On the other hand, some schools for instance find it very difficult to even congratulate faculty members who earned their master’s degrees. Instead, they play the game of blemish (a milder NIGYSOB) and question faculty members why it took them that long to finish their theses. Stroke economy is a field of inquiry within the rubric of TA. 

Organizational Games and Scripts
Although games are very much alive among individuals in organizations (Summerton, 1993), I am not very sure if an organization itself can be involved in psychological games.  It is theoretically possible, though, that organizations can play the Rescuer game, by seeking out victims of abusers or perpetrators so that they could fulfill their role as Rescuer, meanwhile Persecuting the abusers when they catch them. But so long as there is indeed a genuine victim harassed by a true to life perpetrator, it is difficult to determine if such organizations are playing a game or performing a very noble act of rescuing the victims and rightfully condemning the abusers. Whether or not an organization is playing a game can be determined by a thought experiment: If we live in a society where there is no longer any abuser of any sort, and if an organization still persists to treat some people as victims needing their help, then perhaps the organization is playing a game. 


Scripts seem to be a more palpable phenomenon that occurs among organizations. Jongeward (1976) even claims that whether an organization wins or loses (i.e., profits or goes bankrupt) is basically determined by its organizational script. I myself have consulted with the board of directors of a couple of business organizations which were about to close shop. At the intuitive level I felt these organizations not only had not defined their vision and goals—they were unwilling to define it even when prodded! One of these businesses was in marketing. When it was proposed to them to create a clear structure for collection, the board refused because they were in a hurry to sell. Big clients had been waiting, they said. Since their transactions were on a credit basis and since no structured system for collection had been implemented, delays in returns became the norm until the organization’s finances dried up and failed to “roll.” When it closed down after a year in operation, it had a collectible amount of 3.7 million, a supposedly good accomplishment for a business with a initial capitalization of P50,000. That organization was destined to lose. I am sparing you the detailed intricacies of the goings-on in that organization. But a point has been made. There are winning as well as losing organizations—depending on the script they unconsciously live out. 

How do we, in the social sciences, help in social transformation?
I think the question above sounds so grandiose. So let me rephrase it. How do we, as social scientists help our clients attain change? The following are the points I propose:

1. Create a contractual relationship between you and your client. An honorable psychological contract is one that shares responsibility and obligation for change with the client. The psychologist should not be the only one holding the cards. See page 3. It drives home my point.

2. Encourage your client to create a philosophic and institutional system that promotes the three organizational ego states. A well balanced system of functioning is best described by policies that do not just criticize undesired behavior but also nurtures good performance; policies that promote Adult inquiry and intellectual growth; and policies that provide an avenue for the Child to express itself and have fun.

3. Provide a consistent system of giving strokes and other forms of recognition for the individual members of the organization.

4. Provide constant feedback to your client organization when you perceive its members or the organization itself playing games. Avoid playing games yourself. You are not its rescuer but a business and growth partner. 

5. Help your client clearly define or re-define its vision and the concrete steps it is willing to take in order to reach it. Provide constant feedback and if necessary confront your client if it backslides from the desired ways of operating. 

Conclusion


I have argued for the existence of institutionalized ego states. The organizational Parent, Adult, and Child are “abstract realities” that can be understood in the light of the Transactional Analysis theory. An institution’s desire for change has to be dealt with in the light of a contractual relationship, an awareness of the organizational ego states, avoidance of games, and a clear definition or re-definition of its vision, i.e., its organizational script. Come, let’s cut Gordon’s knot.
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( * From Transactional Analysis Bulletin, Vol. 7, Noo. 25, Jan 1968. Reprinted with permission from the Eric Berne Family Trusts, c/o Richard M. Nystrom, 2002





� Promil seems to be one of the leading brands of milk for children in the Philippines, often portrayed in advertisements as the milk for geniuses. (  Children who seem precocious are casually called “Promil Babies.”





