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On Receiving the 2008 Eric Berne Memorial Award
for Mechanisms of Transgenerational
Script Transmission
Gloria Noriega
Abstract
This article is the edited text of the acceptance speech given by Gloria Noriega in Johannesburg, South Africa, during the 2008
W orld TA Conference. It describes her epidemiological research into four mechanisms
of transgenerational script transmission: ulterior transactions, psychological games,
transference psychodynamics, and projective identification. Codependency was used
as an example of a cultural script that is transmitted by unconscious communication to subsequent generations. The Codependency Instrument (ICO D), which is based on transactional analysis theory, was used with a sample of 830 women at a health center in M exico City. Significant results w ere obtained by
analyzing alcoholism, domestic violence, affective losses, cultural scripts, and female illiteracy as risk factors related to codependency, both in the family of origin and in
current couple relationships.
______
I feel honored and happy to receive the Eric
Berne Memorial Award (EBMA) and want to
thank Mary Goulding, who nominated me, and
those who signed a letter supporting my nomination. M any of you, including Mary, cannot
be here, but you are here in spirit and I know
that you are also celebrating.
I also want to thank Muriel James for introducing me to the International Transactional
Analysis Association. She has been my mentor
and friend for many years. She gave me permission to express myself at the international
relations committee meeting when I attended
during my first ITAA conference. At that time,
she was president of the ITAA and had just
won the Eric Berne Memorial Scientific Award
herself. I never imagined that over time I would
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also become ITAA president and also win the
EBMA.
This award represents for me the culmination
of a long journey. I want to share my joy at this
award with all my students and friends in Latin
America, particularly M exico and Peru. I hope
it will also serve to motivate and encourage
them in their transactional analysis work, study,
and research. They could not travel this far, but
I feel like they are here because I know that
they are celebrating wherever they are. I feel
proud to be the first Mexican and Latin American recipient of this prestigious award.
I started thinking about transgenerational
scripts in 1991 while attending a university
seminar on psychoanalysis and genealogy. I became particularly fascinated by the theme because at that point I found that I was repeating
the life story of my grandmothers.
The concept of projective identification has
also fascinated me. W hen I first read Melanie
Klein’s (1957/1994) book Envy and Gratitude,
I suddenly started crying. The same thing happened to me while reading What Do You Say
After You Say Hello? (Berne, 1972). Afterward
I realized that both texts revealed to me, at an
unconscious level, relevant information about
my own life script. From then on, I committed
myself to learning more about transgenerational
scripts. U nfortunately, I found only one reference in the transactional analysis literature, an
article by John James (1984) entitled “Grandparents and the Family Script Parade.”
I started doing workshops about transgenerational scripts integrating transactional analysis
and psychoanalysis. I found that many participants were also impressed as they became aware
of the way they were repeating the life stories
of their grandparents or great-grandparents, even
if they had never had direct contact with them
or had even known them!
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A few years later, in 1999, I started my doctoral studies at the School of Medicine of the
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de Mexico,
with the intention of formally researching this
subject by using transactional analysis and psychoanalysis as a theoretical frame of reference.
Soon I faced difficulties because the professors
did not accept my project using a qualitative
method; they required an epidemiological study.
This forced me to focus on codependency as an
example of a transgenerational script. This
change was not so bad, however, because during the research I also learned a lot about myself and my relationships.
In the beginning everything went fine, but more
complications emerged when my principal supervisor became angry because I remained firm
in my desire to research this subject, whereas
she thought that it was irrelevant. She was a
member of the “old guard” of the university, with
a good deal of political power. She used her
influence to have me expelled from the university for being an undisciplined student. I could
not believe it. Nothing like this had ever happened to me during all my years as a student!
W ith the help of my cosupervisors, who considered this an unfair decision, we appealed for
a special commission to investigate my case
and have the decision changed. After a few
months, the commission voted in my favor, with
the condition that I present a new research pro-

posal with a new principal supervisor, which
meant starting the project all over again.
Finally, I was able to finish my dissertation
in 2002 (Noriega, 2002), and a few months
later I received an award from the Minister of
Health in Mexico for the best doctoral dissertation of the year on public mental health.
Transgenerational scripts may be positive or
negative. The problem is that usually they are
both. W hen people become aware of these
scripts, they usually feel either strongly impressed or that they already knew about them.
I think this happens because transgenerational
scripts are an “unknown knowledge,” that is,
something that we know but do not know that
we know because the information is encoded in
our ego states without awareness. Eric Berne
(1972) himself said, “The most intricate part of
script analysis in clinical practice is tracing
back the influences of the grandparents” (p.
288).
Script messages are transmitted by unconscious communication between the ego states
of family members from one generation to the
next. This process occurs from the P 1 of mother
or father to the P 1 of the child. In this way, the
transmission of script messages may run through
several generations—going back to grandparents,
great-grandparents, great-great-grandparents,
and forward to children, grandchildren, greatgrandchildren, and beyond (Figure 1).

Figure 1
A Family Parade (adapted from Berne, 1972, p. 284)
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In treatment, these hidden messages can be
decoded by the patient with the help of interpretations offered by the psychotherapist. Based on
my research and clinical experience, I suggest
four main mechanisms for understanding the
way transgenerational scripts are transmitted
from generation to generation based on a process of unconscious communication: ulterior
transactions, psychological games, transference
psychodynamics, and projective identification
(Noriega, 2004).
1. Ulterior Transactions. According to Berne
(1961), ulterior transactions occur at two levels
simultaneously: the social stimulus and response
(SS-SR) and the psychological stimulus and
response (PS-PR) (Figure 2). His third rule of
communication states that the behavioral outcome of an ulterior transaction is determined at
the psychological level, not the social level.
Through these transactions, script messages are
passed unconsciously from parents to their children, the latter of whom end up acting out the hidden psychological message. This is the case
with some family secrets (e.g., sexual abuse, infidelity, alcoholism, etc.), which can be repeated
by family members through several generations.

Figure 2
Ulterior Transactions

2. Psychological Games. These contain the
hidden message transmitted through ulterior
transactions, representing an unconscious need
to understand or give meaning to an unresolved
issue from past generations. An example is the
10

game “I’m Only T rying to Help You,” shown
in the drama triangle (Karpman, 1968) played
out by codependent children in an alcoholic
family through rescuer behavior that is used to
avoid feelings of guilt related to the “obligation” of being the responsible person in a chaotic situation (see Figure 3). By becoming the
responsible person, the codependent is hiding
his or her own need for protection. Games originally played in the family of origin are perpetuated by the children through transference transactions with their own partners and children.
3. Transference Psychodynamics. Berne (1961)
affirmed that “scripts belong in the realm of transference phenomena” (p.116). M oiso (1985) defined a transference relationship as “a relationship in which the patient, in order to reexperience parent-child or primitive object relationships projects onto the therapist his own Parental Ego States” (p. 194). Transference can
also involve a projection of the Child ego state
onto the therapist or another person as well as
a reaction from the person’s Parent ego state (
see Figure 4). “Transferential transactions are
externalized expressions of internal ego conflicts between exteropsychic and archaeopsychic ego states” (Erskine, 1991/1997, p. 133).
Transference is not restricted to psychotherapeutic relationships; it also occurs in other close
relationships in which the emotional bonds are
strong, such as in couples relationships. The
transference relationship contains the emotional
tone involved in the original psychodynamic
relationship experienced with parents in childhood. By means of transference transactions,
injunctions and permissions can be transmitted
through several generations.
4. Projective Identification. This is a defense
mechanism, transmitted by fantasies, in which
the person projects parts of herself or himself
onto the object (other person) for the purposes
of avoiding unpleasant or unacceptable feelings
while simultaneously provoking those feelings
in the other (Laplanche & Pontalis, 1968/1987)
(see Figure 5). Schore (1994, p. 465) described
this mechanism as an interactive process in the
mother-child relationship wherein mother’s unconscious information is projected onto her
child. Projective identification seems to be the
main way scripts are transmitted from parents
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Figure 3
Psychological Games

ing free from the generational chain, thus preventing the transmission of the same script to
the next generation.
Codependency is presented in this study as a
life script that may be transmitted from one
generation to the next. It is an individual, familial, social, and cultural script that affects mostly women and is continually transmitted from
parents to children. It is a multidimensional
problem that goes further than the problem of
alcoholism within the family.

Figure 4
Transference Psychodynamics
(adapted from Moiso, 1985)

to children, and it is involved in all the other
mechanisms described here. It functions as a
vehicle by which to transmit repressed feelings
through several generations, especially feelings
related to a history of abuse, neglect, or abandonment in the family and/or feelings of shame
from family secrets (see Figure 5).
The analysis of these mechanisms in the
client-therapist relationship can be useful for
decoding hidden script messages and for breakVol. 39, No. 1, January 2009

Figure 5
Projective Identification
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Codependency is a relationship disorder associated with several stressful factors, including (1) early affective losses (represented by
death, neglect, separation or divorce, abandonment by parents, and/or chronic illness of a
family member, all before the age of 12); (2)
domestic violence in the family of origin
(physical, sexual, or emotional mistreatment);
(3) a family history of alcoholism (in grandparents, parents, and siblings); (4) a partner with
problems with alcoholism; (5) mistreatment by
a partner (physical, sexual, or emotional violence); and (6) submissive feminine behavior
with the partner, which is still a cultural script
for women in my country and in many others
around the world (Noriega, 2004).
The Codependency Instrument (ICOD)
(Noriega & Ramos, 2002) was constructed and
validated for this study. It is based on the
theory of transactional analysis. For this study,
codependence was defined as “a relationship
disorder, characterized by a strong dependency
toward a problematic partner, shown by an
emotional dissatisfaction and personal suffering
where the woman focuses her attention on
taking care of the partner’s and other people
needs, discounting her own” (p. 42). It is associated with four factors: (1) denial mechanism
(discounting), (2) incomplete identity development (unresolved secondary symbiosis), (3)
emotional repression (Don’t Exist, Don’t Feel,
Don’t Think, and Don’t Be a Child injunctions), and (4) rescuer orientation (Rescuer role
in psychological games).
I used this instrument with a random sample
of 830 women who attended a first-level consultation at a health center in Mexico City (Noriega, 2002; Noriega, Ramos, Medina-Mora, &
Villa, 2008). A prevalence of 25% codependency was obtained by way of an epidemiology
cross-sectional study.
Using the Odds Ratio as a measure of association, significant results were obtained analyzing the following risk factors in relation to
codependence (Noriega et al., 2008):
• Scripts of submission (OR = 7.6)
• Partner with probable alcohol dependence
(OR = 4.7)
• Sexual mistreatment by the partner (OR =
4.2)
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• W oman’s illiteracy (failed to complete
middle school) (OR = 3.7)
• Physical mistreatment by the partner (OR
= 3.6)
• Early affective losses (OR = 2.6)
• History of emotional mistreatment (OR =
2.3)
• Father with alcohol problems (OR = 1.7)
The data produced by means of this analysis
showed an urgent need to continue studying the
disorder of codependency, especially as it relates to a cultural script that promotes inequality of power between genders and thus affects
both men and women by preventing the establishment of healthy couple relationships.
As with many other scripts, codependency is
transmitted from one generation to the next. It
is necessary that the scientific and social communities continue to investigate transgenerational scripts and, in particular, the phenomenon of codependency in order to develop an
adequate model of psychological treatment.
This is a mental health problem that, in spite of
the damage it produces, is considered “normal”
in many families and cultures, including even
by the women who suffer from it.
I dedicate this award to my grandparents, because without their exciting love-life stories, I
would never have realized the importance of
transgenerational scripts; to my parents, who
gave me their love and who did the best they
could while being unaware of their own scripts;
and in a very special way, to my loving children Enrique, Georgina, and Lalo; my grandchildren Eduardo and Alejandro; and my sister
María Elena, with the hope that we may carry
a new link in the generational chain that we all
share.
I also want to express my gratitude to all my
friends and colleagues in the ITAA with whom
I have shared this life journey. You are my other family, full of brothers and sisters all over
the world. I love you all.
Gloria Noriega, Ph.D., Teaching and Supervising Transactional Analyst, is the director of
the Instituto Mexicano de Análisis Transaccional in Mexico City as well as a clinical psychologist, psychotherapist, trainer, supervisor,
and a past president of the ITAA . For inquires,
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please contact Dr. Gloria Noriega, Agrarismo
21, Col. Escandòn., México, D.F.; e-mail:
gnoriega@ imat-com.mx .
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