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Part 1

The Adult ego state is suggested in many psychological theories as the state of 
psychological health. In the Adult ego state the person sees the world as it is in 
the here and now and the person is not reacting to the world as they did when 
they were a child. (i.e. not in the here and now but reacting in an archaic fashion).

Living in the here and now

As a result many psychotherapies are designed to give the person more access to 
their Adult ego state. They aim to assist the person to get into their Adult ego 
state and stay there. In these approaches awareness is seen as facilitating cure. 
The assumption is awareness equals cure, whilst having some truth it is flawed in 
other ways.



The first and most obvious example is Freud and psychoanalysis. One of the main 
goals in psychoanalysis is to make unconscious material conscious. For instance 
through dream interpretation one can access the client’s unconscious. Once done 
the client can become aware of it (i.e. make it conscious ) and then they will be 
cured because they will understand the unconscious and can act in a conscious 
way (the Adult ego state).

CBT is the same. You seek the irrational thoughts or thinking errors and once 
discovered the person then can think about them and then use certain strategies 
to nullify them so as to remain in a rational state of mind. With feelings in CBT 
one thinks about them. What lead up to me feeling this? What irrational thought 
is underlying the feeling? And so forth. Once discovered one can be in the Adult 
ego state and fix things to avoid such situations in the future.

Classical TA is all about Adult awareness as well. One analyses games and 
scripts. Once understood one is more aware of them and thus can choose to stay 
out of games and so forth.

Whilst there are some significant difficulties with the idea that Adult equals 
health or cure without a doubt the more one has access to their Adult ego state 
and can stay in their Adult ego state when under stress the more they are going 
to deal with difficult situations in a productive way.

People can move out of their Adult ego state in two ways because there are only 
two other ego states. The Parent and the Child. If the person stops thinking in 
Adult and moves into the Child ego state that is called regression. The person 
regresses to an earlier state of being. They start to think and feel like they did 
when they were 7 years old. They will adopt their old problem solving styles from 
those early years which most often are not effective and lack long term problem 
solving solutions.

The person may also move out of their Adult ego state by moving into their 
Parent ego state. This is sometimes known as crystallisation, because the 
persons thinking and problem solving becomes crystalline and thus lacks any 
flexibility which the Adult ego state think has. 

For example, the person may say we drive this way to work because we always 
drive this way to work on a Monday. This is a Parent ego state solution to the 
problem of which way to drive to work. It has no flexibility. The Adult ego state 
solution is, “We drive this way to work today because the man on the radio said 
the other way has a traffic jam.” It is flexible depending on the current 
environmental conditions.



In older age when one starts to loose the Adult ego state functions with a bit of 
dementia people will go either into regression or crystallisation. With 
crystallisation they can be quite infuriating to debate with because they will not 
be willing to see any new information or other ways of thinking.

Regression

Of course some people will move out of Adult thinking much earlier in life and 
start problem solving with regressive or crystalline thinking. This can occur for 
many reasons and what is required is Adult ego state strengthening exercises. 
That is ways and means of strengthening the Adult ego state such that the 
person can maintain it better under stress. 

I will outline various ways of doing these but for starters one would usually 
begin with awareness of the ego states and that can be done with the “Parts 
Party” exercise.

(The Parts Party is a specific therapeutic technique. It’s called parts party 
because the personality is split up into parts (ego states) and they party (relate 
to each other)).

One gets three pieces of paper and writes Child, Adult, Parent on one of them 
each. They are placed on the floor. The therapist gets the client to stand on the



piece of paper with Adult written on it. They are given something to talk about 
such as a person, a relationship, a difficulty they are currently having at work. 
Usually it is related to the reason why they came to therapy in the first place.

When standing on the Adult ego state paper they can only say things from their 
Adult. If they start talking from their Parent or Child ego states the therapist 
brings this to their attention and they move to that bit of paper and speak from 
the ego state they moved into. They move to the various bits of paper as the 
exercise goes on and are allowed to only speak from that ego state.

This allows the client get some idea of what the various ego states are like and 
is allowed to begin to differentiate the three. They start to experience what it 
is like being in Adult, then Child and then Parent. They get a first hand 
experience of each ego state. 

In addition they may have thought they were being in Adult when in fact they 
were in Child or Parent. This can be an ego state decontaminating exercise as 
well. It will also show the client and the therapist what ego states they are 
most comfortable with and know the best. If they move onto the Parent piece of 
paper and find it very difficult to say anything one knows they spend little of 
their time in that ego state. If they move to the Child ego state and speak freely 
they are comfortable in that ego state.

After time as the client gets used to this exercise they can begin to correct 
self. If they are talking in Adult and feel self slip into Child then they can self 
correct which is the whole idea of Adult ego state strengthening. They begin to 
get an understanding of what it feels like to move out of Adult into the Parent 
or the Child and thus they can self correct. One can also do this exercise with 
other ego states like, NP, CP, FC, RC, CC & A.

Part 2

As mentioned in Part 1 the Adult ego state is in the here and now whereas the 
Parent and Child ego states are living in the past. The diagram below shows how 
one can avoid the here and now (H&N).

One way to strengthen the Adult ego state is to practice being in the H&N. The 
more one gets used to it, the more one does it, the more habitual it will become 
and thus easier to access.



First there is the H&N diary. One gets a note pad and then goes about their day 
to day business. One can feel bad (angry, scared, depressed, despairing, shame and 
so forth) because they are reacting to something in the H&N. These are healthy 
Free Child feelings. One can also feel bad by doing what the diagram shows. They 
remove self from the H&N by thinking about the future, thinking about the past 
or thinking about another place. These are considered neurotic feelings because 
they are not relevant to the H&N. They are self manufactured angst.

Every time one feels bad during the day they are to see if they are in the H&N  
or have they moved out of the here and now in time or place. This is then diarized 
such that patterns can be identified after a few days or a week of doing this.



This is what you call H&N Free Child anxiety!

When one realises they have moved out of the H&N they then practice moving 
back into the H&N and thus into their Adult ego state again. This can be done 
one of two ways.

1. Acknowledging Adult facts. One simply continues to do what they are doing and 
brings it into the conscious mind.

“I am sitting in my blue chair at work. It is 1.33pm and I had a pie for lunch. I 
am looking at my computer and it is asking me if I want to buy magazines. My co-
worker Jimbo is sitting in the next cubicle and is in the process of buying 
internet magazines. I am writing a report on my last client who tried to sell me a 
years subscription to Readers Digest magazine. ....”

One simply moves into their Adult ego state and observes the current 
environment and makes note of it in their conscious mind. Some will find this easy 



to do and can do it for long periods. Others will have considerable difficulty 
maintaining this and will continually slip back into a different time or place and 
then usually back into some feeling and out of their Adult ego state. 

The more one gets used to being in Adult in this way the the more familiar and 
habitual it will become and thus it is strengthening the Adult ego state. Once 
done the person diarizes their success or failure at the task and the feelings 
that happened. These are then reported back to the counsellor where patterns 
are identified.

2. Acknowledging Adult facts about their own Child ego state.  In this case the 
person observes from their own Adult ego state their own Child ego state. For 
some this will be quite hard to do as it requires the person to get into their 
Child ego state and Adult ego state at the same time. In the exercise above the 
person was only required to be in their Adult ego state and the Child ego state 
was being ignored.

Instructions for this can be, “Observe and diarize the current state of your 
body in terms of sensations, soreness, temperature, etc starting from your toes 
up to your head”.

Or, “Look at the feelings chart below and what are you feeling now, what have 
you felt in the last week and in reaction to what?.

Or, “What makes you feel sad, happy, scared, sexual, angry and so forth?”

In each of these the person is required to firstly get into their Child ego state 
then make Adult ego state observations of it, bring those observations into the 
conscious mind and diarize them. Those with a weak Adult may find this hard but 
the skill of being able to think (Adult) and feel (Child) at the same time is a most 
important one to learn and is one of the key factors of a strong Adult ego state.





One would tend to use this exercise of acknowledging Adult facts about their 
own Child ego state (exercise 2) when they have shown that they can successfully 
acknowledge just the Adult facts (exercise 1).

Part 3

As mentioned in Part 2 a most valuable skill for a child to learn is to think and 
feel at the same time. To do this the child learns how to be in two ego states at 
the one time.

The individual maintains Adult ego state function and Child ego state function at 
the one time. The Adult remains aware of the feelings experienced in the Child 
ego state. The Child simultaneously is aware of the thinking that is going on in 
the Adult ego state. As a result they can maintain an influence over each other 
and their expression.

Sometimes this breaks down or the person never learnt the skill in the first 
place. An example of this is with the hysteric personality type. Characteristics 
of this personality type are:

Exhibitionist behaviour.
Constant seeking of reassurance or approval.
Excessive dramatics with exaggerated displays of emotions.
Inappropriately seductive appearance or behaviour.
Somatic symptoms, and using these symptoms as a means of garnering attention.
A need to be the centre of attention.
Rapidly shifting emotional states that may appear superficial or exaggerated to 
others.

In this individual who is most often female, the Adult ego state can reduce to 
such an extent that it has very little influence on the Child ego state. The Adult 
ego state can be too fragile and needs strengthening. Thus they are prone to 



dramatic and exaggerated displays of emotion from the Child ego state. With no 
Adult in use the person can become hysterical and loose a sense of control or 
thinking as they are dominated by the Child ego state feeling.

What I am about to describe is an unusual way of Adult strengthening. Indeed it 
is not really Adult ego state strengthening at all. Most Adult strengthening 
simply exercise the Adult ego state. Various techniques are used to get the 
person into Adult and they simply practice being in Adult ego state. It uses the 
same principle as physical exercise. The more you exercise a muscle the stronger 
it becomes such that it can be easily accessed and used. Most Adult ego state 
strengthening uses the same principle. Dealing with the hysteric personality or 
the hysterical person demonstrates another method of accessing the Adult ego 
state.

In the movies when the woman who is under great stress becomes hysterical with 
loud shouting and crying what does the man do? He grabs her arms tightly and 
slaps her across the cheek. When he does this she stops being so hysterical and 
calms down. What has happened here?

1. The woman becomes hysterical. She moves fully into her Child ego state with 



the Adult ego state largely non functioning. She is no longer feeling and thinking 
at the same time.

2. The man slaps her cheek. He gets into his Controlling Parent (CP+) ego state, 
takes charge of her by demanding that she stop the hysterics.

3. She responds to his Parent ego state demand by moving into her Conforming 
Child ego state, conforms to his demand that she calms down and stops the 
hysterics.

4. Once done the Adult ego state becomes much more accessible for her and she 
moves back into that ego state and starts to think and behave rationally again.

Thus we have the process defined. If a person goes into Child ego state with high 
emotions, as a state of confusion or just a state of psychological collapse one 
can respond to them with CP+ ego state to get them to move into a conforming 
frame of mind.  Once in Conforming Child they will follow the demand that they 
calm down and start thinking again. I am not suggesting the cheek slapping 
method of CP+. Instead one simply has to use a strong and demanding voice that 
takes charge of the situation.

The more this is done with the person the more they will introject the CP+ ego 
state from the other person who demands their conformity. They will incorporate 
it into their own Parent ego state. Thus they become more capable of using their 
own CP+ on self in the future should they start to become hysterical or confused.



This method is actually strengthening the person’s CP+ ego state rather than 
Adult strengthening. However with a stronger internal CP+ the person is more 
capable of getting into conformity and thus eventually getting back into their 
Adult ego state.

Part 4

The final part of this composition on strengthening the Adult ego state seeks a 
different path.

The previous three parts are examining behavioural strategies to assist a person 
to increase their Adult ego state functioning when under stress. This section 
will look at some of the underlying causes that may lead to poor Adult ego state 
function.

Modelling. All children model on their parents. If the parents display defective 
Adult then children will model that to varying degrees. If the child has a 
particularly strong attachment to a parent who has poor Adult then the modelling 
can be quite strong and the child will pick up the same traits. This on its own is 
usually not that hard to treat as it involves simply adding to their Parent ego 
state tapes. 

As this diagram shows the Parent ego state is merely a collection of tapes that 
have been modelled from various parent type figures over the years. In adulthood 



it is continually being added to and one can seek out those who seem to have 
strong Adult function and model off them. By having such mentors in adulthood 
one can create a new tape that is modelling for a well functioning Adult ego 
state.

Exercises can be done where the counsellor assists the person to identify their 
main Parent ego state tapes and draws them as in the diagram above. This allows 
the person to be aware and then start to make choices about which ones to listen 
to and which ones to turn the volume down. Which ones to practice and so forth. 
The more they are practised the more robust that tape will become.

Injunctions. Sometimes parents for their own unconscious reasons will send a 
“Don’t think” message to a child. This type of message to the child can be 
particularly powerful if combined with consistent modelling. 

Historically this has occurred in the sex role scripting of children. Boys were 
told they were practical problem solvers who would think problems through. Girls 
were told. “Not to worry their little heads about such things” and they didn’t 
really need an education because they were just going to become mothers and 
home makers. They did not need strong logical problem solving skills when the men 
could do it for them. Hence the woman ended up not being able to change the tire 
on a car or drill a hole into the wall to hang a picture. 

Thus we end up with a way of influencing the dynamics of the relationship 
between men and women particularly in relation to the power structure. This is 
why in the women’s liberation movement of the 1960s, women becoming more 
educated was a central aspect of that societal change. Those with strong Adult 
functioning are going to be the ones who are in charge in relationships and hold 
the political power.

If mother or father have such power issues of their own they can script a child 
to be a certain way in relation to their Adult ego state strength. If mother 
thinks that women should be dependent on men then she may deliver such a “Don’t 
think” message to her daughter and the girl’s Adult ego state functioning will 
suffer.

In other cases a father may be insecure in himself and thus becomes competitive 
with his son. The father’s own Child ego state may be scared that his son will 
become more successful than he is and thus he can also unconsciously tell the son, 
“Don’t think” in a whole variety of ways.

An example of this is stroking patterns. One can ask the question, “Did my 
parents give me positive strokes for good thinking and problem solving? Did they 



give me negative strokes for thinking or did they give no strokes at all?” This is 
illustrated in two main ways.

How highly did the parents value education? Was it important for the children to 
get a good education or was education derided or simply ignored.

Second, when the child showed mother and father their report card how did the 
parents respond? If the child got a high mark what was the attitude and 
comments - were there positive strokes, negative strokes or no strokes at all? 
Similarly what was the stroking pattern the child received when he got a low 
mark on his report card.

Some parents in their parenting style will put down the child or vent their anger 
at the child by denigrating it. This can occur in many areas such as the child's 
physical appearance, its sporting prowess, its social skills, musical ability and so 
forth. It can also be at its academic or thinking ability. Some parents will 
directly tell a child that it is stupid or a moron. A boy who is trying to repair his 
push bike may be simply pushed aside by father who indicates that he is obviously 
too stupid to be able to make such repairs and does it himself.

Another way the Adult ego state can be underdeveloped is due to what has 
historically been called maternal over protection. In Transactional Analysis 
terms the mother (or father) does not allow the child develop out of the 
symbiosis it formed at a very young age with mother. A new born has no Parent or
Adult ego states and thus it has to form a symbiosis with mother and ‘use’ hers 
until it develops its own. 



In some cases the mother or father will not permit the youngster to develop 
their own Parent and Adult ego states. They can do this in a variety of ways.

1. Restriction of the child’s social world. The child is encouraged not to develop 
friends and out of family contacts. The child may be kept from going to school 
because he is often ‘sick’. Indeed when a child develops a school phobia (and 
refuses to go to school) often that is due to emotional manoeuvring by the 
mother in the back ground who does not want the child to go.

2. Excessive contact. This can be continuous companionship of mother and the 
child, prolonged nursing care, excessive fondling, prolonged breast feeding, 
sleeping with mother long past infancy. Highlighting of a special connection or 
relationship between child and parent. This can even be mildly romanticised and 
thus one has the development of the oedipus complex and the electra complex.

3. Infantilization. The parent treats the child in the same manner it would a 
much younger child. This can be in feeding, dressing, bathing, washing, punishing. 
The mother may dress a 13 year old son or punish him by putting him to bed in the 
afternoon.

4. Maternal control. This can manifest as either overdomination or 
overindulgence of the child by mother.

All of these pressure the child to stay childlike and not develop a competent 
Adult ego state. If a child cannot think for itself then it has to continue to rely 
on mother to think for it. Thus we have another reason why as an adult a person 
may find it difficult to stay in their Adult ego state and require Adult ego state 
strengthening exercises.

Positive strokes for good thinking?


