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“ For certain fortunate people 
there is something which 
transcends all classifications 
of behaviour, 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.”

Eric Berne 
Games People Play
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An Introduction to 
Transactional Analysis 

Transactional Analysis (TA) is one of the most 
accessible theories of modern psychology.

It originated in the thinking of Eric Berne (1910 – 1960) and has many 
applications. The model of TA has benefited people across all aspects of life 
as it focuses on the dynamics of human relationships and communication. 
It is increasingly used in education, social work and business to provide 
insights on relationships, build a greater sense of self awareness and enrich 
our interactions with each other. An understanding of TA helps a leader to 
work at a more significant level with their colleagues, build strong trustful 
relationships and have honest conversations with others. Building this 
understanding allows us to build an awareness of the dynamics at play in 
our interactions with each other and make a conscious choice on how we 
respond to and manage a situation. 

Berne suggests that verbal communication, particularly face-to-face 
is at the centre of human social relationships. In its simplest form, when 
two people encounter each other, one speaks and the other responds – 
this is called a ‘Transaction’. Our relationships with others are made up 
of many transactions, some of which are successful and many which 
are unsuccessful.

These transactions are influenced by our own particular view of the world. 
Berne broke this into three different elements or what he called Ego States. 
They categorise the way we think, feel and behave:

Parent: This is formed by our experiences with our own parents and 
care givers in our childhood; it influences how we view authority, duty 
and rules, how we care for and support others and our expectations of 
others in this regard.

Child: This state reflects our experiences and learning from when we 
were young and can influence our responses today. In the Child state we 
can be fun loving, spontaneous, work within the rules or be rebellious and 
inappropriate in our responses. When strong emotions dominate reason, 
the Child is often in control.
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Adult: This is our ability to respond in the here and now to a specific situation 
or person. We deal with things in a way which is not heavily influenced by our 
past and see a situation or person for what it is. In our Adult, we are able to 
ask for what we need and don’t make assumptions. Our Adult state takes the 
positive aspects of the Parent and Child in us and resources us to respond 
appropriately in the present. This is known as the Integrated Adult.

Have you ever thought to yourself, “Wow, I sound just like my father!” Well, 
when we communicate (have a transaction), we do this ‘from’ one of 
the Ego States. That is, we communicate (using not only words but also 
body language, non-verbals, and tone) not from our in the moment, adult 
assessment and judgement, but from our deeply wired scripts that run 
largely in our unconscious. We can easily come across like a disapproving 
parent or a sulking child.

The problem that often arises in the workplace is that we are not each 
other’s parents or children. Each Ego State ‘invites’ a particular response 
from the other person:

 — Parent invites Parent or Child.
 — Child invites Child or Parent.
 — Adult invites Adult.

Critical, disapproving, or angry delivery from a boss can provoke a similarly 
confrontational, parental tone in response. Or a more childlike state of 
withdrawal, rebellion, or sulking.

The immature, inappropriate, childlike gossip of one team member might 
seed an almost playground like atmosphere, where the other ‘children’ play 
along. Or one team member might act as parent, admonishing the children 
and keeping them in line.

An adult invitation assumes an adult response. Adult communication 
involves using I statements, appropriate sharing of how they are feeling, 
what they want and what they need. In the same vain, asking others what 
they want, how they feel and what they need is a key method for helping 
people bypass unproductive ‘not OK’ states and entering into the Adult.

The different Ego States can be further broken down as you can see 
in the diagram opposite.
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Ego States

Parent

OK

OK

Suffocating/
Marshmallowing

Nurturing

Spontaneous

Immature

NOT OK

NOT OK

Critical

Structuring

Adaptive

Withdrawn/ 
Rebellious

Adult

Child
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The Parent Ego State
Structuring Parent: The parent who sets boundaries and the ‘rules’ i.e., 
you must eat your vegetables or in work this can involve goal setting or 
setting a standard.

Nurturing Parent: The parent who is compassionate and nurtures the 
child i.e., kissing the pain better or in business, taking a caring approach 
to dealing with a team member under pressure.

The Child Ego State
Co-operative Child: The child who adapts to the rules or ways of working i.e., 
they eat their vegetables, or in work they work within the company policies. 

Natural Child: The child who is fun loving and imaginative in their play or in 
business, the person who brings humour into a situation or thinks creatively 
about a challenge.

Berne’s work was further developed by Thomas Harris, who explored how 
the different Ego States can be experienced as either positive or negative 
depending on how each party receives the invitation and the subsequent 
response. This is known as ‘OK’ or ‘not OK’.

The following table summarises typical behaviours that can help you identify 
the different Ego States, both ‘OK’ and ‘not OK’.
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Structuring Parent Nurturing Parent

OK

Sets Boundaries and Standards.

Is firm, reliable and fair.

Has strong credibility.

Is assertive.

Provides performance feedback 
when appropriate – both positive 
and negative.

Encourages and supports 
team members.

Uses a coaching style and 
develops people.

Creates a culture of safety 
and trust.

Values and actively seeks 
the input of team members.

Critical Parent Suffocating/Marshmallowing

NOT 
OK

Micromanages team.

Can appear as judgemental 
and Critical.

Disapproving.

Autocratic leadership style.

Sees their role as “protecting” 
the team.

Doesn’t share all relevant 
information.

“Fixes” problems.

Adaptive Child Natural/spontaneous Child

OK

Keeps to appointments.

Adapts to others needs or views.

Is respectful.

Flexes approach depending 
on the situation.

Works within the guidelines.

Curious, friendly, creative.

Has passion.

Gets excited.

High energy levels.

Invigorates others.

Pushes the team out 
of a comfort zone.

Withdrawn/rebellious Immature

NOT 
OK

Becomes over compliant.

Does not express own view.

Allows boundaries to 
be encroached.

May withdraw and disengage.

Gossips.

Uncontrolled or emotional 
outbursts.

Emotive language.

May exaggerate.

Inappropriate use of humour.
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Healthy and effective relationships are formed through the sustained 
use of Integrated Adult with a positive use of the parent and child states.

Integrated Adult

Attentive, interested, straightforward.

Uses empathy to build shared understanding.

Owns mistakes and personal limitations.

Asks for help when needed.

Comfortable in making decisions, solving problems.

Trusts others to think and solve problems.

Challenges the status quo.
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