TRANSACTIONAL ANALYSIS

Transactional analysis (TA) helps us to look at consultations - often difficult ones or consultations with unsatisfactory outcomes - by concentrating on the state of mind, or ego state, of the patient and the doctor, and how they interact.

Ego States

The theory, described by Eric Berne, is based on the concept of the Ego States. At any one time all of us are said to be in one or other of three ego states which are described as:



Parent ego state
P



Adult ego state 
A



Child ego state
C

The Parent ego state is the part of us which is preoccupied with parental thoughts and speech and can often be identified by containing the words 'should, ought, or must'. It is imprinted on us as children, by our own parents and other authority figures such as teachers, doctors, older siblings, police, and those in authority. The Parent ego state has two different components:

One is the Nurturing Parent: e.g. ‘You shouldn't go near the fire or it will burn you’

The other is the Critical Parent: e.g. ‘You simply must stop smoking now'.

The Adult ego state is principally concerned with thoughts and speech that are logical and factual. e.g.
'If you go near the fire it will burn you'



'If you smoke your asthma will probably become worse'

Note the logic in these statements and the lack of parental content expressed within them. They are often problem solving, looking for sensible and constructive compromise whilst still allowing the recipient to retain individual autonomy, i.e. making the patients responsible for their actions.

The Child ego state is the part of ourselves that is concerned with the expression of our feelings. This is the first to develop when we are very little and in many ways it controls the subsequent development of the whole person. As we grow we acquire a basket full of feelings as a direct result of our earliest experiences. Some of these feelings will be resolved, or fulfilled, but others will be unresolved and can continue to affect us throughout the whole of our lives. The child ego state is also divided into two parts, the free child and the adapted child.

The Free Child is the healthy uninhibited part of us that is involved in having fun, being creative, experimenting, playing and loving.

The Adapted Child lacks natural spontaneity. The thinking and behaviour is adapted or inhibited in response to other peoples expectations or to difficult circumstances. An Adapted Child ego state can result in unnatural or manipulative behaviour such as petulant or sulky behaviour.

Examples

At any one time each of us can be said to be using one or other of our ego states which determines how we think and feel and behave. This influences the way others will view us, and dictate 'what we are like'. To illustrate this point one could think of a patient who is ill and simply needs to know the diagnosis and to be cured. This is factual logical thinking and they could therefore be said to be 'in' their Adult ego state when they come to see us.



‘I have a sore throat. I think it may be tonsillitis. Can you advise me what to do?'

By contrast, some patients are always demanding, nothing is ever right and they seem to have a perpetual axe to grind. They could be described as being in their Parental ego state.



‘Tell the doctor my throat is very sore and he must visit me today.'

Again by contrast, some patients seem to always be emotional and unable to be logical or take responsibility for their illness. The helpless and hopelessly 'chronic sick' and 'worried well' could fit into this category and can be described as being in the Adapted Child ego state. They have adapted their behaviour to stand a good chance of eliciting a certain 'nice' response from the doctor, perhaps sympathy, comfort, a prescription, or a certificate.

'Oh dear, doctor, my asthma is so bad I don't know what to do. I am so worried about it. I have been completely unable to stop smoking like you said I should.'

The key to understanding TA is to identify which ego state your patient is 'in' or is 'using' and to be aware how appropriate or inappropriate it might be in the circumstances. Is each person content with their own and the other's ego state, and is that ego state the most appropriate to enable a person to make the best possible progress as a patient?

Interactions or 'Transactions'

The doctor and patient can interact in many ways. In most successful consultations they will both display adult behaviour, or sometimes a parent doctor can work effectively with a child patient. Providing they are happy with each other's ego state the consultation will probably succeed and they will be satisfied:


Doctor

Patient

How is your asthma?



My asthma is still bad,




I haven't stopped smoking yet.


Do try and stop smoking, it really will help.




OK

All of this brief interaction is straightforward, factual stuff. The doctor's adult ego state has been communicating with the patient's adult ego state, i.e. a parallel, or complementary transaction that will probably be constructive and effective:



Doctor
Patient



Parent
Parent




Adult
Adult



Child
Child

Crossed Transactions

Sometimes however the transaction can be crossed, for example the logical Adult doctor trying to reason with a drinker who is dependent on alcohol. The patient (Child ego state) feels the doctor is making unreasonable demands and being critical, and the patient will no longer 'work' with that doctor.


Doctor:

Patient:


Your liver enzymes are quite high


We must look at how much you are drinking. 




You are always criticising my drinking,


just like by father did.

A crossed transaction, the consultation is going nowhere



Doctor
Patient



Parent
Parent



Adult
Adult



Child
Child

Summary

Generally, individual patients tend to have a certain repertoire of thinking and behaviour. If, as doctors, we can recognise our patient's difficult or unproductive behaviour by using this model we can sometimes help them to develop insight and help themselves.

There are very many ways in which patients and doctors behave and interact. The many interactions and crossed interactions are described as 'games' and can be read about in the references given below.
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