
TRANSACTIONAL
ANALYSIS



A useful model for helping us to understand why
some conversations / communications are more

successful than others is called Transactional
Analysis; the model analyses the communication
between the two parties and helps to identify why

some are reciprocal and some are not.

First, we need to define three ways in which we
react to other people; these are ego states called

Parent Adult and Child. We all start as children,
then learn from our parents, and finally establish
out own independent adult style. We all end up

with these three styles built in to our way of
behaving. Some people have very strong styles,

some have less prominent styles.

A Model for Looking at Conversations
and Communication



This is the part of us that we learn from
observing our parent or person who brought us

up; it tends to have two parts: Critical
(negative) and Nurturing (positive). Critical

parenting is that part of us which is evaluative
and tends to express opinions about others,

often with the feeling that we know best.
Nurturing is the caring and more sensitive side

of the parent; and is based on an
understanding of the other person’s position.

Some people are quick to criticise and slow to
listen – they have a strong negative parent

style.

Parent
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This is the part of us that we use most of the time
when we are at work; it is the logical and less
emotional side of our thinking and is used for

problem solving and factual type of conversations.
The adult style uses less emotion and focuses
more on solving problems rather than scoring
points. The adult style is useful and productive

used on the telephone and can be used
deliberately to calm down callers who are high on

the other two styles.

Adult
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The child in us is still there as an adult. We learnt it
when we were young; it is essentially emotional or
feelings based. Child can be natural and complain
(positive) or rebellious (negative). The natural child

is fun loving and free, while the complaint child
defers to other people’s judgement of us.

Rebellious child is angry defensive or
argumentative, the so called ‘little professor’.

Notice that this is not childish behaviour but child
like – a caller in a negative child like mode will for
example want to have their own way, be unwilling

to listen to reason and generally be non co-
operative. A positive child-like caller might be

quick to make silly jokes or remarks that others
might think were facetious or flippant.
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A transaction is defined as the basic unit of
communication. It consists of a stimulus (usually a

verbal statement) and the response to it.
Conversations are made up of chains of transaction,

each of which can be independently analysed.

It is possible to recognise and classify transactions
into three basic types: complementary, crossed and

ulterior. Awareness of these transactions and the ego
states involved can greatly assist in the smooth flow

of conversation thus lessening the possibility of
communication breakdown.

Transactional Analysis



When the response to a stimulus comes from the
Ego State to which it was directed, the transaction
is complementary. Complementary transactions
are the basis of smooth communication, and so
long as the transactions remain complementary,

communication will continue undisturbed. It is
possible to diagram transactions in the following

manner:

Complementary Transactions



All the feelings and experiences exposed to during
infancy and childhood are unconsciously recorded

in the brain. These recorded messages greatly
influence our behaviour for the rest of our lives.

They are observable as three distinct modes of
behaviour, called ego states, which considerably

affect our style of communication and its
effectiveness. Everybody has three ego states:

Parent, Adult and Child.

Transactional Analysis – How People
Communicate

The parent in you feels and behaves in the same
ways you perceived the feelings and behaviour of

your mother and father (or other influential grown-
ups) when you were a baby. You express a Parent

ego state when you:

Give advice
Criticise
Discipline
Moralise

Nurture & protect
Make rules and regulations
Teach
Judge

Parent



How People Communicate

Your adult ego state helps you gather factual
information and use it to make rational decisions. It
is not related to age. You use your adult ego when

you:

Store information
Plan
Checkalternatives
Make decisions

Nurture & protect
Make rules and
regulations
Teach
Judge

Adult



How People Communicate

The Child ego state contains impulses and
responses you felt and made when you were very
young. Besides spontaneous feelings, the Child is

the origin of adapted behaviour. The Child ego
state is observable when you show:

Anger
Fear
Rebelliousness
Curiosity
Creativity
Trust

Love
Excitement 
Self-indulgence
Aggression
Servility

Child



These three ego states are within us all time, when
a person acts, speaks and makes gestures that

are influenced by his parents’ behaviour. The Adult
state collects and organises information, predicts
the consequences of various actions and makes
conscious decisions. (Using the Adult Ego State
can increase a person’s potential for success).

Getting to Adult ego state allows you the
opportunity to evaluate and decide the best plan

or course of action.

Most people are unaware of these ego states, yet
all human communication is made to and from
Parent, Adult or Child. By becoming aware, and

learning to recognise the Parent, Adult and Child
behaviours in others and ourselves, we can

greatly improve the quality of our
communications.

SUMMARY
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