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Editorial 

 

Julie Hay 

 
We start this issue with a paper that is amended from one 
that originally appeared in Italian, provided here because 
it will be of interest wherever transactional analyst 
psychotherapists are being trained.  Ugo De Ambrogio 
and Carla Dessi report on the results of a survey of 98 
former students of a centre in Italy, demonstrating both 
positive and critical elements of applying transactional 
analysis professionally.  What emerges is a strong sense 
of professional identity, with most indicating that they 
obtain both financial and personal recognition through 
their work.  In addition to highlighting the paucity of 
related research, the authors include the questionnaire 
they used to structure interviews in the hope that it will 
prompt other researchers to conduct similar studies in 
other countries. 

Our second paper comes from Cesare Fregola (see also 
his previous paper in the first issue of IJTAR).  This 
current paper reports on studies conducted by two 
student teachers working under the professional 
guidance of Fregola and his colleague Daniela Olmetti 
Peja.  This time the work was done with preschool 
children and the students, who were completing masters 
degrees in teaching, worked alongside the regular 
teachers to present drivers to the children.  Photos of the 

work produced by the children are included, showing how 
they applied their learning to designing bedrooms, a 
rocket bus to intergalactic Olympics, and passports.  The 
fun the children had is evident, alongside some statistical 
analyses that demonstrate how teaching transactional 
analysis concepts to preschool children leads to 
increased self-awareness and autonomy, with the bonus 
of a more positive teaching environment. 

Our third and final paper in this issue is double size as 
there is so much interesting and useful content.  Matthew 
Shorrock describes an in-depth exploration of how four 
internationally-accredited transactional analyst 
psychotherapists have worked with clients with internet 
addiction.   The small sample size is balanced by the 
thoroughness of the research process, where interviews 
led to identification of four over-arching themes and a 
number of sub-themes within each. The findings are 
supported with numerous quotations from the interviews, 
and the readers can see how the interpretive 
phenomenological analysis methodology was used. 

Shorrock has kindly agreed that his full PhD thesis 
maybe be published on IJTAR’s general research activity 
website www.taresearch.org, where it will appear shortly.  
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Research into professional outcomes for 
psychotherapists trained at a centre for psychotherapy 
and transactional analysis in Italy 

© 2015 Ugo De Ambrogio and Carla Dessi  

 

Abstract 
The authors developed a questionnaire and 
analysed professional outcomes for 98 former 
students who completed trainings in psychotherapy 
and transactional analysis, recognised by the Italian 
Ministry of University & Research, during the past 15 
years at the Centre of Psychology and Transactional 
Analysis in Milan.  Statistical results were discussed 
with others and factors reviewed included how 
students managed in the world of work, and the 
positive results and critical elements of applying 
transactional analysis in psychotherapy.  Profess-
ional life facts emerge in terms of a recognisable 
identity, ethical attention and satisfaction with the 
application of tools learned.  Flexibility in coping with 
stimuli and issues met in professional practice, and 
the desire to have an exchange with colleagues and 
between different theoretical models, are also 
identified. 

Editor’s Note: this paper is an amended version of 
an article that appeared in Italian as De Ambrogio, 
Ugo & Dessi, Carla (2010) Quale professione per gli 
psicoterapeuti, oggi? Ricerca sugli esiti professionali 
degli psicoterapeuti specializzati al Centro di 
psicologia e Analisi Transazionale di Milano 
published in Quaderni di Psicologia, Analisi 
Transazionale e scienze umane, 53 23-45.  It 
appears here by kind permission of the publisher Dr 
Gerardo Mastrullo. 

Key Words 
Research, questionnaire, psychotherapy training, 
professional practice, transactional analysis training 

Introduction 
The Ministry for University & Research recognised 
the Centre for Transactional Analysis in Milan in 

1994 to run the Scuola di Specializzazione in 
Psicoterapia. This is an educational establishment 
with a transactional analysis approach and awards a 
diploma in psychotherapy (art 3 ex lege). This 
training institute in the past 15 years has had an 
intense educational activity, awarding diplomas to 
over 140 students, and supporting both their 
personal and professional development. 

Aware of the importance of research in guiding and 
improving the quality of training, and of the rapid 
changes in work environments, in 2009 the Centre 
conducted this study with former students. The work 
aimed at observing closely the professional 
outcomes for the graduates, to understand the 
positive outcomes and any critique about the theory 
and application of transactional analysis. The 
researchers were supported by Susanna Ligabue 
and Anna Rotondo, both Teaching & Supervising 
Transactional Analysts specialising in the field of 
Psychotherapy, and operated with the support of the 
former students and the teachers of the centre.   

Previous Literature 
At the time this study was conducted (2009) we 
found no previous literature about the impact of TA 
training on professional outcomes.  Since then, a 
search for ‘profession’ in Ohlsson’s (2010) ‘Big List’, 
where he listed details of TA research studies, 
generated entries only in terms of the biographical 
details of authors.  A similar search in the online 
International Journal of Transactional Analysis 
Research leads only to an article by McQuaid (2015) 
which focuses on the experiences of students during 
training. 

Objectives 
The main objectives for the research were to: 
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1. Draw a picture of the professional activity for 
the former students who had graduated in the 
past 15 years, considering the context (the 
training and the job market in Italy); 

2. Evaluate the effectiveness of the training 
through exploring their satisfaction about: 
a. comparison between outcomes and 

expectations;  

b. effectiveness and use of the training and 
transactional analysis in particular, both 
in terms of the competencies acquired 
and as tools to manage the pressures of 
professional practice. 

Research method 
The research used a qualitative/quantitative 
approach, taking advantage of the complementarity 
between ‘standard’ analysis tools (the structured 
questionnaire) and ‘non-standard’ ones (a focus 
group and a workshop).  

The study included 5 phases: 

1. Definition of the dimensions to investigate and 
construction of the questionnaire. 

2. Validation of the questionnaire through pre-test 
on a pilot group. Administration of the 
questionnaire to the sample. 

3. Input and statistical analysis of data collected. 

4. Data analysis and discussion of relevant 
aspects. This was completed with the 
participation of researchers, promoters and 
teachers during a workshop at the conference 
“Curare e prendersi cura” (Milan, 28 November 
2009). 

5. Writing of the research report and the present 
article. 

Phases 1 and 2. We initially devised the 
questionnaire (Appendix 1) using the dimensions 
selected. The tool was tested by administering it to a 
pilot sample of psychotherapists specialised at the 
Scuola, equal to 7% of the entire population of former 
students. 

This test revealed we needed to make the following 
amendments: 

 Specification of the duration of the 
specialisation studies (enrolment year and 
graduation year). 

 Insertion of choices to identify the professional 
title for the student at the time of enrolment 

(doctor or psychologist). We decided to make 
this change to investigate especially the 
category of doctors who chose to specialise in 
psychotherapy. Thus, each question linked to 
the professional status of the participant and 
we included in the final version one item 
specific to medical graduates. 

 Insertion of questions aimed at expanding on 
the relationship between the times of 
verification for the learning of TA and their 
application within the participants’ profession. 

We also reorganised the questions to sections for the 
final version of the questionnaire. These were:  
Professional Profile; TA in your Profession, including 
questions on Continuing Professional Development; 
a General Considerations section; and a final 
Closing section about opinions, with some open 
questions. 

Phase 3. The data collected after compilation of the 
final version of the questionnaire were inserted in a 
database provided by the SPSS (Statistical Package 
for Social Science) software. Subsequently they 
were analysed using: 

a) Descriptive statistics (e.g. minimal values, 
maximal, average, median, mode); 

b) Distribution of monovariant frequencies (e.g. 
gender, age etc.) 

c) Distribution of bivariant frequencies (e.g. 
crosses between variables linked to 
professional development and some 
independent variables, such as number of 
years since acquisition of diploma, 
geographical area of origin, etc). 

Phase 4. Having completed the statistical analysis of 
data, the results were discussed and analysed on 
two occasions. The first was between the 
researchers, promoters, and some teachers of the 
Scuola. The second was between researchers, 
promoters, some former students, some current 
students and other professionals attending the 
conference “Curarsi e prendersi cura” (Milan, 28 
November 2009). 

In both instances, we presented the first outcomes of 
the research and gave some points for discussion. 
This stimulated group participation and we collected 
various hypotheses of explanation for the results. 
Both discussions offered interpretations and 
suggestions for further exploration through 
secondary data analysis. 
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The stimulating debates allowed us to think deeply 
and articulate the reflections we have included in the 
present article. The comments collected during the 
discussions added aspects we had not considered 
during our previous observations, allowing us to offer 
a richer and more articulated analysis of the data. 

The Sample 
The sample included 110 people selected amongst 
the 140 graduated psychotherapists of the last 15 
years. For these 110 former students we had 
available sufficient details and we sent them a 
request to participate in the study by responding to 
the questionnaire. 98 of them responded within the 
specified timeframe of July to October, constituting 
90% of the sample.  We regarded return of a 
completed questionnaire as confirming informed 
consent to participate; as these were professionals 
rather than clients we did not feel the need to advise 
the right to withdraw from the research at any time. 

This first result suggests a high interest in the former 
graduates of the Scuola to offer their opinion on their 
journey, and implies a strong sense of belonging to 
the Scuola as demonstrated by the subsequent 
research. We can also interpret this result as 
recognition for the contribution the Scuola made to 
their professional development. 

The gender distribution of the sample was 75% 
female, 25% male.  The average age was 42 years, 
with the most represented age range being 36-45 
years.  Only 9 were younger than 35 years and only 
8 were older than 56 years.  Distribution by age 
range is shown in Table 1. 

Ages (years) Frequency % 

Up to 35 9 9.2 

From 36 to 45 65 66.3 

From 46 to 55 16 16.3 

From 56 to 65 7 7.1 

Over 65 1 1.0 

Total 98 100.0 

Table 1 - Analysis of those interviewed by age 

45% of those questioned had graduated between 2 
and 5 years before the study, ending their training 
between 2004 and 2007, and 30% had graduated 
between 1998 and 2003. Having this kind of sample 
allowed us follow up the professional journeys of 
former students years after graduating. 

Figure 1 shows the distribution of geographical 
origins of those interviewed. Most came from 
Lombardia (77 out of 98); some from other Northern  

Figure 1: Geographical areas of origin of those 
interviewed. 

counties, such as Emilia Romagna (7 coming from 
Bologna, Modena, Reggio Emilia, Piacenza) and 
Piemonte (5 coming from Biella, Novara and 
Verbania); and a small number came from Friuli 
Venezia Giulia, Liguria, Trentino Alto Adige and 
Veneto. 

Results 
Professional Profile 
The first group of questions were aimed at 
individuating the professional profile for the 
participants, so as to understand whether 
psychotherapy is central to the professional activity 
of the interviewees and how they practice. 

As presented in Table 2, the data shows 87% of 
therapists have a degree in psychology and 13% in 
medicine. When defining their own professional 
status currently, 9 out of 10 declared themselves to 
be psychotherapists.  As well as the identity as 
psychotherapist most claim their identity of 
psychologist (45%) and less frequently of trainer 
(18.4%). 

As each interviewee could indicate more than one 
answer, the table shows the percentages given by 
the ratio between frequency and number of valid 
responses.  

The questionnaire explored how participants located 
themselves in the job market (Table 3). Overall, the 
professional circumstances of former graduates 
appeared stable for 77.7% of the interviewees: 
49.5% defined themselves as established self-
employed and 28.2% as employed.  22.4% had 
some difficulties: two thirds of these had temporary 
contracts and the rest were self-employed within an 
unstable market.  
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 Frequency 
% of 

cases 

Psychotherapist 89 90.8 

Psychologist 44 44.9 

Trainer 18 18.4 

Doctor 11 11.2 

Other 4 4.1 

Educator 3 3.1 

Teacher 3 3.1 

Organisational 
Consultant 

2 2 

Total 174 177.6 

Table 2 - How the participants define themselves 
from the professional point of view. n = 98 

 
1 

year 
2-5 

years 
6-10 

years 

Over 
10 

years 
Total 

Established 
self 
employed 

27.8 43.8 69.0 62.5 49.5 

Employed 22.2 35.4 20.7 25.0 28.2 

Self-
employed 
with 
unstable 
market 

11.1 8.3 6.9 - 7.8 

Temporary 
contract 38.9 12.5 3.4 12.5 14.6 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 

Table 3- the participants' position in the job market. 
Analysis per year of graduation n = 98.  

The stability of position in the job market decreased 
for those who had graduated more recently, with only 
50% of the participants who graduated in the last 
year having a stable job.Comparing these data on 
the basis of respondents’ university training, it 
emerged that psychologists had more precarious 
employment than doctors: 25.2% against 15.4%. 

Considering the geographical area of origin, Table 4 
shows how former students who were in the county 
of Lombardia whilst training with the Scuola have 
somewhat higher stability in the job market for that 
region, with the percentage of uncertainly-employed 
graduates there being lower than for other areas 
(21.5% against 25% in total).Because most 
respondents indicated that they had at least two 
professional functions (the average of the functions 
performed was 2.2), further analysis was conducted 
to ascertain how much time interviewees spent in the 
various professional activities.  As shown in Table 
5, those who graduated in medicine spent 75% 
of their time functioning as a doctor, leaving 
only 25% of their time as a psychotherapist.  
Those who graduated in psychology indicated 
an equal distribution of time between the roles 
of psychotherapist and that of psychologist, 
educator or teacher. 

 % average 

Psychotherapist 51.0 

Psychologist 51.3 

Trainer 18.3 

Doctor 75.9 

Educator 45.8 

Teacher 43.3 

Organisational Consultant 35 

Total  

Table 4 - Time dedicated by the interviewees to each 
function (% average) n = 97 

 
 
 
 

Lombardy Veneto Piemonte 
Emilia-

Romagna 

Trentino 
Alto 

Adige 
Liguria 

Friuli 
Venezia 
Giulia 

% of Established Self-
employed and employed in 
public or private organisations 

78.4 66.7 60 71.4 100 100 100 

% of self-employed with 
uncertain market/employed 
with temporary contracts in 
public or private organisations 

21.6 33.3 40.0 28.6 - - - 

Table 5 - Geographical distribution of interviewed and their positioning in the job market. Data per region of 
origin. n = 98
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The average number of psychotherapy clients was 
12, for both medicine and psychology graduates; this 
is shown in Table 6 analysed per number of years (in 
ranges) since obtaining the specialisation in 
psychotherapy. 

Interestingly, we noticed roughly half the sample had 
a maximum of 10 clients. There was a significant 
number of psychotherapists with more than 20 
clients and occasionally more than 30; this may 
indicate an overload of daily clinical work. 

 1 
year 

2-5 
years 

6-10 
years 

Over 
10 

years 
Total 

Up to 5 
clients 

20.0 27.9 17.2 - 21.5 

5-10 
clients 

46.7 34.9 20.7 50.0 33.3 

11-20 
clients 

26.7 32.6 41.4 33.3 34.4 

21-30 
clients 

- 4.7 13.8 - 6.5 

More 
than 30 
clients 

6.7 - 6.9 16.7 4.3 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 

Table 6 - number of clients per years since 
completing the diploma n = 93 

We then considered the contribution of the activity of 
psychotherapy to the psychotherapist’s income, as 
shown in Table 7.  In more than half the cases (53%), 
psychotherapy provided over 51% of earnings and 
for 27.8% of these the contribution was of three-
quarters of their income.  

However, for one interviewee in four (23 people 
distributed especially in the temporarily employed 
group and professionally ‘younger’), psychotherapy 
contributed less than 25% to their monthly revenue. 

 Frequency % 

Over 75% 25 27.8 

51-75% 23 25.6 

25-50% 19 21.1 

Less than 23 25.6 

Total 90 100.0 

Table 7 - Psychotherapy activity contribution to 
earnings. n = 90 

Considering the type of client for psychotherapy 
showed that the highest proportion are adults 
(84.9%), with the next highest proportion being 
adolescents and young people (59.1%).  Table 8 
shows the smaller proportions of other types of 
clients such as children, couples and families.  Again, 
for this analysis the respondents could give more 
than one answer. 

We also observed that 75 percent of interviewees 
indicated that they conducted psychotherapy 
exclusively in an individual setting.  The remaining 25 
percent indicated that group psychotherapy 
represented about one fifth of their overall 
psychotherapeutic activity.   

 Frequency 
% of 

cases* 
Adolescents and 
young people 

55 59.1 

Adults 79 84.9 

Children 16 17.2 

Couples 13 14.0 

Families 5 5.4 

Total 168 180.6 

Table 8 - Main Types of psychotherapy clients. n = 
93 

As shown in Table 9, on average 70% indicated that 
they had a network of contacts in the public or private 
sectors, such as local organisations and hospitals, 
for enquiries and referrals.  The percentage was 
higher for new graduates, although it can be seen 
that such links are still there at the 50% level after 
many years.   

 
1 

year 
2-5 

years 
6-10 

years 

Over 
10 

years 
Total 

Yes 87.5 61.9 75.0 50.0 69.6 

No 12.5 38.1 25.0 50.0 30.4 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 

Table 9 - Contact Networks and years since diploma 

A related question provided the information that the 
organisation that gave the placement to the 
interviewee while they were a student of the Scuola 
represented the most significant of such contacts; 
two thirds of the respondents (65 cases or 66%) had 
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ongoing contacts with those organisations, and one 
quarter of the respondents (24 cases) collaborated 
with those organisations on a regular basis. 

Further analysis of data per geographical area of 
origin and the contribution of psychotherapy to 
monthly income shows that: 

 Therapists from Piemonte have the least links 
with other network members (1 in 3 cases); 

 Belonging to a network allows having a larger 
number of clients; hence, psychotherapy work 
contributes more to the overall earning (Tables 
10 and 11). 

 Average number of clients 

Yes 13.9 

No 8.3 

Table 10 - networks and average number                      
of clients n = 91 

 
Over 
75% 

51-
75% 

25-
50% 

Less 
than 
25% 

total 

Yes 36.1 24.5 19.7 19.7 100.0 

No 10.7 25.0 25.0 39.3 100.0 

Table 11- networks and contribution to earning n = 
89 

Respondents were asked within the questionnaire 
about their professional activities as therapists in 
terms of ethics; specifically they were asked whether 
they had encountered any ethical or professional 
standards dilemmas associated with the activity of 
psychotherapy. 

7 out of 10 declared they had encountered such 
issues, accessing supervision to address them (66% 
of the cases), asking for support from other members 
of their clinical work groups (32%), contacting their 
professional organisation (29%), and discussing 
them with peers (22%). Overall, this result indicates 
that the therapists are taking fully into account the 
inevitable ethical challenges deriving from the 
activity of psychotherapy: a significant 70% 
recognised these problems and had the tools to 
tackle them. 

To conclude this part of the questionnaire we 
requested a personal judgment on their professional 

situation relating to motivation, income, professional 
stability and their specialism in psychotherapy.  
Figure 2 offers an overall picture of psychotherapists 
who are in general happy with these, although there 
are considerable minorities who indicate 
dissatisfaction about their income and their 
professional stability. 

TA and Your Profession 
The second part of the questionnaire was dedicated 
to the use of TA in psychotherapy. 

As we can see in Table 12, 96% of responders 
regarded TA as their main framework. Only 4 cases 
considered TA complementary to another approach 
which they considered their main one, such as 
cognitive behavioural, psychodynamic, psycho-
analytic, systemic or Gestalt. 

TA is… Frequency % 

My prevalent professional 
approach 94 95.9 

Complementary to another 
approach I consider 
prevalent 

4 1.4 

Total 98 100 

Table 12 - Use of TA in psychotherapy 

We investigated in more detail the TA theoretical 
tools most utilised by the therapists, as seen in Table 
13. 

 Frequency 
% of 

cases 

1. Script 64 72.7 

2. Ego States 62 70.5 

3. Contracting 50 56.8 

4. Games 45 51.1 

5. Transactions 25 28.4 

6. Strokes 22 5.0 

7. Discounting 15 17.0 

8. Berne’s Operations 13 14.8 

9. Drama triangle 10 11.4 

10. Impasses 7 8.0 

11. Rackets 6 6.8 

12. Passivity 5 5.7 

13. Egograms 5 5.7 

14. Okness 5 5.7 

15. Functional diagnosis 5 5.7 

Table 13 - TA tools most utilised in psychotherapy. 
n = 88 
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Figure 2 - Overall satisfaction of the interviewee, relative to their professional position. n = 98 

 

 

Figure 3 - How vaild the interviewee considers the main aspects of TA to be. n = 98 
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There were numerous (15) TA tools utilised by at 
least 89.8% of the interviewees; amongst these the 
most represented are:  

 Script (64 cases equal to 73% of respondents); 

 Ego States (62 cases equal to 70% of 
respondents); 

 Contracting (50 cases equal to 57% of 
respondents); 

 Games (45 cases equal to 5% of respondents). 

Coherently with this intensive utilisation of TA theory 
and its tools, the interviewees expressed favourable 
comments in relation to the effectiveness and 
contemporaneousness of TA. In fact, all the answers 
to the question “Indicate what and how much you 
rate TA valid today” specified they considered TA 
valid in each of its aspects, even with the small 
variations represented in Figure 3. 

It is noteworthy that within a picture of strong validity 
of TA for all the dimensions proposed, contracting 
represents the aspect most recognised: 90% of 
cases replied “A lot” and none replied it was of little 
validity.  This particular interest in contracting 
emerges also from the answers to another question. 
We asked which learning the participants considered 
important amongst the various teachings received at 
the Scuola. They indicated Contracting as the most 
significant (39 cases, equal to 39.8%), followed by 
Okness (20 cases equal to 20.4%), Intersubjectivity 
(17 cases equal to 17.3%), Script theory (10 cases, 
equal to 11.2%), and reciprocity (10 cases, equal to 
10.2%). 

Concluding the observations on the use of TA in 
psychotherapy, one of the last questions asked in the 
section was whether they would still choose to 
specialise in TA if they could go back in time.  86 
people (90%) answered “Without a doubt”, none 
answered “No” and only 9 people (10%) “Probably, 
but with reservations”. 

These results suggest a powerful recognition of TA 
in the personal growth and professional development 
of the participants. TA theory is a strong reference 
for the psychotherapists and they consider it the 
prevalent approach for their professional activity, 
also using many of the tools the theory offers. 

Table 14 shows the answers given by the 
participants to the question on how they position TA 
in terms of contemporariness, flexibility, vision and 
theoretical-technical solidity, using a scale from 1 to 
10. The averages of the scores recorded confirm the 
favourable positioning of the approach, which they  

 Average 
score  

TA is a 
contemporary 
approach (value = 1) 

2.5 TA is out of date 
(value = 10) 

TA is flexible (value 
= 1) 2.0 TA is rigid (value = 

10) 

TA has a wide vision 
(value = 1) 2.2 TA has a limited 

vision (value = 10) 

TA is a solid 
theoretical-technical 
approach 
(value = 1) 

2.7 

TA is a weak 
theoretical-
technical 
approach (value = 
10) 

Table 14 - How the interviewees considered 
TA currently. 

considered current, solid and sufficiently flexible to 
be adapted to the work of psychotherapy. 

Finally, in this section of the questionnaire the 
responses to Question 21 indicated that 45 % of the 
interviewees had progressed in their TA training, 
mainly to become endorsed as Certified 
Transactional Analyst (Psychotherapy).  Responses 
to question 22 indicated that all interviewees were 
involved in CPD, with 9 out of 10 engaged in reading, 
8 out of 10 participating in conferences and 
seminars, and 7 out of 10 engaging in regular 
supervision. 

Final Section of Questionnaire 
In the final section of the questionnaire, we included 
open questions about the most and least satisfying 
aspects of the professional experience gained so far.  
For the most satisfying aspect, 18 interviewees 
indicated engagements and interaction with clients, 
18 commented on working in dialogue and 
collaboration with colleagues in other professions, 15 
selected learning opportunities through research and 
13 had flexibility and openness of the TA approach.  
For the least satisfactory aspects, 16 interviewees 
indicated loneliness, isolation, difficulties in working 
with others and lack of contacts.  13 wrote of issues 
due to uncertain employment conditions and 11 
commented directly on financial difficulties. 

Limitations 
The obvious limitation of this study is the fact that it 
involved the former students of only one training 
institute.  The researchers were closely associated 
with that institute, the questionnaire as published 
was clearly issued by that institute and it began with 
a question that reminded respondents that they were 
being sent the questionnaire because of their 
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previous attendance at the Institute.  We should 
expect, therefore, that respondents are likely to have 
been influenced into giving responses that would 
reflect positively on the institute.  However, the 
questionnaire would also have provided an 
opportunity for any former student with a grievance 
toward the institute to have indicated this in their 
responses. 

The fact that respondents had spent time and money 
obtaining their TA training, and in many cases had 
continued to do so, made them a restricted sample 
with a frame of reference that means it is unlikely that 
they would have ceased applying what they had put 
so much effort and money into acquiring. 

The limitation of the study to one training institute 
meant also that it was limited to one geographical 
area.  The map included as Figure 1 indicates that 
the respondents were all operating within a limited 
number of counties within Italy.  It is hoped that 
provision of the questionnaire as an appendix to this 
paper will enable similar research to be undertaken 
elsewhere. 

The study was undertaken during the economic and 
social conditions that applied in a specific 
geographical area and a specific country during 
2009.   

Conclusions 
This research has provided significant indications 
regarding the professional outcomes for former 
students, how their professional profiles are 
constructed, and how they perform their professional 
activity. The latter includes the theoretical aspects 
(how they use TA theory), the methodology (which 
TA tools they employ) and the ethics. We were able 
to obtain a sample that represented the graduates of 
the Scuola, allowing us to present a wide picture that 
represents a follow up of the graduates’ professional 
journeys years after they completed their training. 

From the analysis of the professional profiles, we 
constructed an image that revealed professionals 
with a strong identity, practising within contractual 
arrangements.  They have specific attitudes and 
competencies that guarantee efficiency in their work, 
such as being part of a network and the 
understanding of ethical aspects.  Lastly, the vast 
majority of the interviewees declared that they obtain 
both financial and personal recognition through their 
work. 

What emerges is a strong sense of belonging to TA 
and to the Scuola, and we can identify much learning 
obtained through the training.  TA theory seems to 

be a solid base for the professional journey in almost 
all cases, and the principal approach utilised in the 
psychotherapy practice.  The main results of the 
research show a strong and long lasting bond 
between former students, most of whom are now 
established clinicians, and their speciality training.  

Although this research has been limited to the former 
students of a specific training Institute, we hope that 
the inclusion with this paper of our questionnaire will 
prompt and enable other researchers to repeat this 
process elsewhere.  This will increase the 
awareness within the transactional analysis 
community of the impact of the qualifying processes 
of transactional analysis upon the practitioners, 
which will add an important dimension to research 
into the outcomes for clients. 

Ugo De Ambrogio is a Teaching & Supervising 
Transactional Analyst (Organisational), a Sociologist 
and the President of the Institute for Social Research 
(Irs), in Milan.  He can be contacted on 
udeambrogio@irsonline.it  

Carla Dessi is a Sociologist and a researcher for the 
Institute for Social Research (Irs), Milan.  She can be 
contacted on cdessi@irsonline.it  
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Appendix: Translation of Questionnaire 
 

1. You are… 

Male    Medical Doctor 

Female   Psychologist 

 

2. When did you attend the “Scuola di specializzazione in Psicoterapia”? 

Year of enrolment …. 

Year of graduation … 

 

3. You were born in…. 

 

4. You live in (city)…. 

 

PROFESSIONAL PROFILE 

5. How do you now define your professional status? (max 2 answers) 

Organisational consultant 

Counsellor 

Trainer 

Educator 

Teacher 

Medical Doctor 

Psychologist 

Psychotherapist 

Other (specify): 

 

6. What is your professional status? (one answer only) 

I am an independent professional with a solid market 

I work as an employee in a public organisation (Asl, Local authority, Hospital) 

I work as an employee in a private organisation (company, co-operative, association, etc) 

I work with a temporary contract, mostly for one organisation in the public sector 

I work with a temporary contract, mostly for one organisation in the private sector 

I work with temporary contract with several organisations/clients, with an uncertain market 

Other (specify) 

 

7. Which of these professional roles do you cover, and in which percentages? 

Organisational consultant 

Counsellor 

Trainer 

Educator 

Teacher 

Doctor (specify whether GP, paediatric specialist, consultant, psychiatrist, etc) 

Psychologist (specify whether educational, occupational, clinical, etc) 

Psychotherapist 

Other (specify): 
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8. How many clients do you see for psychotherapy currently? 

Number:  

If you do not currently see any clients, go to question 13 

 

9. What is the percentage contribution of psychotherapy work to your monthly income? 

Over 75% 

Between 51 and 75% 

Between 25 and 50% 

Less than 25% 

 

10. Indicate your main client groups for psychotherapy (max 2 choices) 

Adolescents and young people 

Adults 

Older people 

Children 

Couples 

Families 

Other (specify) 

 

11. Are you in a network of contacts with public or private organisations (local or hospital) for referrals? 

Yes   No 

 

12. Do you offer group psychotherapy? 

Yes No 

12 a. If you do, in what percentage compared to individual therapy? 

Individual   % 

Group    % 

 

13. In your work as a psychotherapist have you encountered ethical or deontological issues? 

Yes  No 

13 a. Who have you approached then? For example, your professional body, a solicitor, your clinical associates, your supervisor 
etc. 

……. 

 

14. Overall, how do you consider yourself professionally in the following areas? 

 Unsatisfying Not very satisfying Satisfying Very satisfying 

Your motivation     

Income     

Professional stability     

Your specialism in 
psychotherapy 
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TA AND YOUR PROFESSION 

15. How do you consider TA today in your professional role? 

I consider TA my main frame of reference in my professional role and I integrate it with other approaches 

Indicate which theories you integrate with TA ….. 

I consider TA a part of my professional training, which had as frame of reference another theoretical approach 

Indicate which…. 

 

16. How do you use TA in the following professional activities? (Answer only for those professional activities you have indicated 
in question 7) 

 A lot Somewhat A little Not at all 

Organisational consultant     

Counsellor     

Trainer     

Educator     

Teacher     

Medical Doctor     

Psychologist     

Psychotherapist     

Other (specify) 

 
    

 

17. When you use TA professionally, how do you do it? 

Mainly overtly, sharing theory and 
tools with clients and agency 

Mainly implicitly, analysing processes 
and choosing options for behaviours 

Both explicitly and implicitly 

   

 

 

18. Specify here which TA tools you use most often in your work as psychotherapist, if you do: 

 

19. Where would you place TA in the following continuums? 

 

It is contemporary 1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 It is dated 

It is flexible 1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 It is rigid 

It offers an ample view 1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 It offers a limited view 

It has a solid theoretical and technical 
base 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 
It has a weak theoretical and 
technical base 
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20. Evaluate the validity of TA in the following aspects: 

 A lot Somewhat A little Not at all 

The intersubjective 
vison linked to its 
philosophy 

    

Ego states (functional 
and structural) 

    

Analysis of 
transactions     

Game theory     

Contractual method     

Script theory     

Discounting and 
passivity theory 

    

Stroke theory     

Other (specify)     

 

21. Did you continue your TA training? 

Yes No 

21 a. If you did, how? 

I am a contractual trainee for CTA 

I am a Certified Transactional Analyst (CTA) 

I am a Provisional Teaching and Supervising Transactional Analyst (PTSTA) 

I am a Teaching and Supervising Transactional Analyst (TSTA) 

Other (specify) 

 

22. How do you keep yourself up to date and supported professionally? (You can select several responses) 

Reading specialist books and journals 

Regular supervision 

Attending conferences and seminars 

Attending team meetings with colleagues 

Informal peer support 

Other (specify) 

 

23. Do you belong to professional associations or organisations in Italy or internationally specific to TA? 

Yes No 

23 a. If you do, which ones? 

 

24. Do you belong to other professional associations or organisations in Italy or internationally? 

Yes No 

24 a. If you do, which ones? 
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25. Did you have further contacts with the agency where you completed your placement? 

Yes No 

25 a. If you do, of which kind? 

I work continually for the agency, as an employee or internal collaborator 

I regularly collaborate or interact professionally with the agency  

I occasionally collaborate or interact professionally with the agency 

I maintain an informal relationship with my colleagues within the agency 

Other (specify) 

 

GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS 

26. On balance of your expectations regarding your professional development, which ones did you have when you started your 
training in TA? Which expectations did you have on completing your specialisation? Which expectations do you have today, 
taking into account your professional context, the market you can access and the needs you encounter? 

 

My expectations of professional development when I started the TA training at the Scuola di TA were: 

 

My expectations of professional development when I completed the training at the Scuola di TA were: 

 

My expectations of professional development today are: 

 

27. How do you rate your overall satisfaction concerning those expectations? 

 Very satisfied Somewhat 
satisfied 

A little satisfied Unsatisfied 

Compared to the expectations I had 
when I started my training at the 
Scuola 

    

Compared to the expectations I had 
when I finished my training at the 
Scuola 

    

Compared to the expectations I 
have nowadays, considering the 
professional context and today’s 
job market 
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28. Evaluate the following statements regarding your current occupation: 

 Completely agree Somewhat agree Disagree a little Disagree totally 

Is coherent with the training     

Stimulates me to develop 
professionally 

    

Is a prestigious occupation     

Is an occupation which offers work 
stability 

    

Mirrors my cultural interests     

It is a job that benefits society     

Allows me to organise my work 
professionally with autonomy and 
independence 

    

Allows me to work flexible hours     

Allows me to enjoy free time     

Gives me a good income     

Allows me to have a career     

Offers the opportunity to cultivate 
good relationships with colleagues 

    

Consents me to work in pleasant 
places and environments 

    

 

And to complete….. 

29. Write 3 key words expressing 3 important learnings gained at the Scuola: 

 

30. In general terms, indicate 3 aspects you consider positive of the Scuola, and 3 negative ones: 

POSITIVE ASPECTS NEGATIVE ASPECTS 
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31. Which are the most and the least satisfying aspects of your professional experience?  

SATISFYING ASPECTS DISAPPOINTING ASPECTS 

  

 

32. Evaluate the following statements concerning Psychotherapy speciality training establishments. 

 Definitely 
agree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Disagree a 
little 

Completely 
disagree 

I don’t want 
to answer 

These establishments, as they are 
structured nowadays in Italy, 
educate people who will work 
mainly as psychotherapists 

     

The number of training 
organisations is excessive, 
considering the current job market 

     

There are too many training 
establishments and as such they 
produce gullible and unemployable 
people  

     

They are important because they 
offer a solid base to work 
professionally, even in other 
professional occupations 

     

They are obsolete, today 
psychologists need to train more 
specifically and with flexibility in 
order to meet the demands of the 
job market and the needs of the 
clients 

     

 

33. If you could go back in time, would you choose again to train at a Psychotherapy training establishment? 

Yes, certainly 

Probably I would, but with some hesitation 

No, I would make different choices (specify) 

 

34. If you decided to specialise again in Psychotherapy, would you choose TA? 

Yes, certainly 

Probably I would, but with some hesitation 

No, I would make different choices (specify) 

Space for your personal comments and reflections: 

 

Many thanks for your collaboration! 
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Two empirical research projects into the impact of 
teaching the concept of drivers to preschool children in 
Italy 

© 2015 Cesare Fregola  

 

Abstract 
Fourth-year student teachers on a degree course at 
Roma Tre University were supervised as they 
conducted empirical research to introduce 
transactional analysis to primary schoolchildren, with 
the aim of developing their own self-efficacy and 
autonomy whilst demonstrating that the teaching of 
drivers (Kahler 1975) to children led to progressive 
development for those children of the metacognitive 
capabilities and self-awareness needed to make 
their own decisions about behavioural choices.  The 
limitations of small sample groups are acknowledged 
as is the fact that the supervision came from authors 
whose previous work had provided the basis for the 
questionnaires designed and used by the students. 

Key Words 
transactional analysis, drivers, student teachers, 
primary schoolchildren, self-efficacy, educational 
psychology 

Introduction 
For many years the author and  Daniela Olmetti Peja 
(1998) collaborated to research the integration of 
transactional analysis and the self-efficacy model 
(Olmetti Peja 1998, Fregola & Olmetti Peja 2007) in 
an effort to identify synergies between educational 
transactional analysis, educational science, 
educational psychology, and the specific 
requirements that define the competencies of 
teachers.  Our research has taken place with those 
training to teach at Nursery and Primary schools, 
whilst they were students of a degree in Sciences of 
Primary Education at the University of Roma Tre. 

Previously reported research has concerned the role 
of drivers (Kahler 1975) within the teaching and 
learning processes of mathematical calculations 
(Fregola 2010), and the relationship between 
learning and the social, cultural, financial and political 

contexts in which we live (Fregola & Iozzelli 2013).  
The ’drivers’ research has since been extended to 
the learning of history, foreign languages, and Italian 
grammar. 

Here I report on two small research projects 
concerning investigations into drivers in primary 
school children. The paper begins with a general 
theoretical introduction, followed by separate project 
reports, and concludes with general comments on 
limitations and conclusions. 

Philosophical Background 
Our researches focus on educational theory and 
practice and are expressions of a methodology 
involving the creation of environments that 
encourage and facilitate connections, links between 
abstract and concrete, and theories and practices 
that can improve the efficiency of the teaching and 
learning processes within a complexity paradigm of 
a learning society (Fregola 2010).  We wish to 
challenge the notion that synergy and integration 
between the disciplines involved in the learning 
processes are not connected to the internal world.  
Educational methodologies appear to support out of 
date psychological and pedagogical research, such 
that there has been a considerable delay in 
incorporating more recent developments in the areas 
of educational psychology (Hill, 2000), experimental 
pedagogy (De Landsheere, 1976), the diffusion of 
the didactic technologies (Maragliano, 2007) and 
virtual technologies (Levy, 1997).   

The reform of primary education in Italy in 1985 
delineated a change in the teaching intentionality and 
practice but the cultural matrix of the learning is still 
based on cognitive and behavioural models that see 
the mind as a black box, and as something that 
cannot be measured behaviourally, directly or 
indirectly (Boscolo, 1997).  We believe that there 
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may be some political reasons that go back to the 
censure of psychology operated by Fascism, and 
that the reforms of the school of Gentile and 
Giuseppe Lombardo Radice (Marrone, 2012) have 
promoted a pedagogy that reinforces the ideology 
and educational opinions of that historical time.  The 
subsequent reforms changed the contents, the 
methodologies and the school organisation but there 
was no attention to the epistemologies or to real 
integration between basic knowledge, specific 
knowledge, learning outcomes, teaching processes 
and development of individual talents. 

Within this ongoing debate, we are interested in a 
didactic that involves the creation of environments 
that harness learning processes and relational 
interactions to facilitate specific teaching.  The 
students internal world can be accessed by teachers’ 
behaviours that are part of traditional educational 
practice (Ballanti, 1979) if combined with those of 
educational transactional analysis.  The first results 
supported the research in this area and confirmed 
the already established theories and competencies 
of TA previously applied in the educational field 
(Chalvin, 1986).  In particular, we refer to the 
development of self-awareness for the teacher, 
educator or trainer, and those psychological 
phenomena described as ego states and drivers.   

The results show increased self-awareness, 
understanding of and recognition of other processes 
related to learning and educational decisions, and in 
turn help educators to identify, analyse and operate 
in the interaction with confidence due to better 
understanding the structures that organise thoughts, 
feelings and behaviours and are observable in the 
relational context.  This allows influencing of the 
learning process in those aspects that are dependent 
on internal factors, within the boundaries of the role.  
Educators can, therefore, utilise the structures to 
deliver more potent teachings supported by 
competent affective modalities. 

Theoretical Background 
Gagné (1973) indicated that people make choices of 
experiences that allow them to feel self-efficient, and 
choices of environments that challenge their abilities 
and stimulate the development of competence.  He 
defined a concept of strategy, different from problem-
solving, and central to the individual’s competence, 
seen as a series of procedures that self-generate 
and are specific for each individual.  These 
procedures are not all transmissible so the student 
and/or teacher need to mediate, support and provide 
feedback in order that self efficacy can lead to shifts 
in cognitive, metacognitive and affective variables. 

Bloom (1974) introduced the concept of the 
‘academic learning self’, defined by the ‘index of 
perception’ that the student has of themself, 
influenced by the number of years over which the 
student was evaluated.  The affective attitude 
towards the specific learning material influences a 
series of learning tasks, linked with the perception 
that the student has of them.  The affective 
disposition towards school is also generalised to the 
relationship with parents, teachers and peers.  Bloom 
proposes, therefore, that a certain amount of 
success and approval, and failure and disapproval, 
determined by the evaluation of the learning 
outcomes, brings the student to a formulation or 
generalisation of their own ability to learn.  He 
regards the learning outcomes as independent of the 
characteristics that students have at the point of 
entry, and associates them to cognitive behaviours 
and affective traits that relate to the communicative 
interaction and the way the teacher structures the 
task environment.  This means that the total of the 
procedures, sequences of instructions, setting up of 
the space, materials and didactic tools have to be 
adapted to the characteristics of the students at the 
entry point and are therefore a macro variable 
defined as ‘quality of instruction’.    

When combined with transactional analysis, Bloom’s 
model of the quality of instruction can be amended 
as shown in Figure 1.  The addition of the TA 
concepts allows the teacher to observe variables 
relative to cognitive behaviours and affective traits in 
relation to the prerequisites of the specific learning 
task, allowing the teacher to plan interventions using 
strategies most suitable for operating a sort of 
decontamination of the ‘Educational Parent’ with the 
‘Educational Adult’.  This does of course require that 
the teacher accepts that affective traits relative to the 
attitudes of students are changeable. 

Bronfenbrenner (1979) provided a central model of 
developmental psychology with an ecological 
perspective.  The focus of this model of pedagogical 
discourse allows us to consider the evolutionary 
dynamics of the social contexts and relationships in 
which the action takes place, hence taking into 
account the processes of continuous innovation that 
characterise the social and cultural environment in 
which the child is immersed.  Cornoldi & De Beni 
(1991) conducted research on metacognition and its 
relationship with learning and its processes. This 
model enables teachers to develop the observational 
capacities of regulatory factors of cognitive 
processes involved in learning, and hence becomes 
the basis for the development of the skills of 
monitoring their self-efficacy in the management of 



 

 
 
 
 
International Journal of Transactional Analysis Research Vol 6 No 2 July 2015                                  www.ijtar.org                                      Page  21 
 

Figure 1: An Integrated Model 

 

the processes of teaching and learning.  Hill (2000) 
developed a survey on learning theories and his work 
is valuable because it allows us to understand the 
thinking of the leading psychologists of learning and 
schools. This is the text from which our students 
relate the fruits of the various theories for the process 
of decision teaching.   

Hypothesis 
From the research previously undertaken, the 
hypothesis emerged that affective variables can be 
considered resources in the same way as 
metacognitive variables.  Being aware of the 
variability of these factors, we can update the 
methodologies using creative options that will allow 
a better self-expression within the learning process, 
and at all ages, as described as ‘lifelong learning’ 
(Alberici, 1999).  This can be linked to the TA 
concepts of script and autonomy, in line with Berne’s 
(1964) definition of the latter as self-awareness, 
spontaneity and intimacy.  The script, as we know, is 
of central importance because it is connected to the 
philosophy of humanistic psychology and implies that 
individual talents cannot develop fully if the individual 
is partly blocked by distorted beliefs about self, 
others and the world.  These beliefs were decided 
and are held not fully in awareness; they influence 
thinking, feeling and behaving in the here-and-now.  
In this sense, autonomy is the process that allows us 
to recuperate ways of communicating that move 
away from the script-based interactions, which are 

unconscious, and go towards a process of 
communicating within the self and with others guided 
by an integrating Adult. 

Fregola (1982, 1989) previously presented an 
educational model aimed at improving the social and 
didactic communication within the learning process.  
At that time, the model integrated relational, 
cognitive, metacognitive, social and sensorimotor 
aspects but did not include affective factors because 
Fregola believed at that time that these were 
unchangeable.  With an updated version of that 
model, the researchers structured learning 
environments of the following studies to take into 
account stimulus, recognition and structure hungers 
(Berne 1964) as the basis of the educational 
interaction. 

Ethics 
The University of Roma Tre has agreements with the 
Comprehensive Institute for the operation of training 
placements of graduating students in Primary 
Education, under which arrangements regular 
research is conducted. Each project was initially 
shared with faculty and then with families at a 
meeting of parents. Later each was presented to the 
children in the classroom with the help of a teacher.  
There is no option for the children to withdraw from 
the study because the lessons that form the training 
placements are part of the normal school schedule. 
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Research Project A: Drivers in 
Primary School Children 
Objectives 
This project aimed at critically evaluating the 
acquisition of affective competencies within the 
development of social and personal identities of the 
children.  These competencies may play a role in the 
self-regulation of the dysfunctional manifestations 
induced by drivers.  The project also focused on 
those factors that activate and support driver 
mechanisms out of awareness.  In addition to 
validating the questionnaire, the specific objectives 
for the children were: 

 to become aware of their own drivers and the 
impact of these in the educational context 

 to become aware of their own responses to the 
drivers of the children 

 to be able to recognise the characteristics of the 
five drivers 

 to understand the functional and dysfunctional 
aspects of the five drivers 

 to have initiated various options of responses 
from each driver 

Participants 
The project was conducted by Alessandro Alaimo, 
who had attended an internationally-recognised 
short introductory course on transactional analysis 
and was in the 4th year of a Bachelor of Science 
degree in Primary Teaching; he was supervised 
throughout the project by the author and Professor 
Olmetti Peja. 

The sample included 25 children of 4 to 5 years of 
age.  Of the 4-year-olds, three were girls and four 
were boys; of the five-year-olds, nine were girls and 
eight were boys.  Data for another four-year-old girl 
is not included because she was not present for 
every part of the project. 

Questionnaire 
Alessandro Alaimo and Luca Dionisi (see Project B) 
developed a driver questionnaire of 25 items, which 
was administered at the beginning and end of the 
intervention.  Developed under the supervision of the 
author and Professor Olmetti Peja, the questionnaire 
was designed specifically for primary schoolchildren, 
taking into account age and linguistic competence.  
Questions were simple and much attention went into 
the visual presentation.  Short video clips were 
shown to the children, after which a question was 
read to them and the child chose an answer from 
amongst a range of pictures.   

In addition to the questionnaire, Alaimo conducted 20 
hours of observation of the children, in the form of 
Corsaro (1985) field notes for ethnographic 
observations.  These were particularly aimed at 
observing the children’s transactions which 
highlighted specific emotional responses.  A 
checklist based on the material of Moiso & Novellino 
(1982) was used to interpret the observations. 

The observations were used to create initial profiles 
of the children’s emotional responses, at the start 
and end of the intervention, which were then 
compared with the profile emerging from the 
questionnaire results.  These comparisons were 
taken as evidence of the reliability and validity of the 
questionnaire. 

Educational Intervention 
The children in the group led by Alaimo were 
provided with 40 hours of educational intervention.  
They were invited to undertake a series of tasks: 
identifying the drivers of characters in a fairy-tale; 
creating bedrooms for the five characters; 
completing an exercise involving permissions that 
challenge the driver; and creating strategies to solve 
problems faced by the five characters.   

When the children were told the fairy tale with the five 
characters, each of whose nature had typical 
characteristics of one of the five drivers, they were 
able to recognise the functional and dysfunctional 
aspects of the drivers and how such behaviours 
would impact on the well-being of the individual and 
the group.  The children were able to experiment with 
changing their responses in order to find healthier 
alternatives. 

The children were next invited to create bedrooms for 
each of the characters, for which they were provided 
with some criteria such as perfectly tidy for Be 
Perfect, unadorned for Be Strong, untidy for Hurry 
Up.  Figure 2 shows photographs of examples of 
some of the bedrooms created by the children. 

As a final activity the children were asked, 
individually, to describe a possible personal solution 
to a conflict between several protagonists. Then all 
they had to work together in identifying an action plan 
that took into account the cooperation of all five 
characters, and that would lead to success and an 
end of the story that incorporated the defeat of the 
antagonist. The sequence, therefore was: a request 
for individual solutions; then a request for collective 
solutions; followed by dialogue with the teacher to 
reinforce awareness of the need for a strategy that 
involved the action of all the characters and 
identification of the positive aspects of drivers. 
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Responses included that the Be Perfect must 
complete a perfect picture; the Be Strong builds a 
fence to prevent access to the tree; the Try Hard 
builds a labyrinth to disorientate the villain; the Hurry 
Up puts up confusing road signs; and the Please 
Others asks others to negotiate with the villain. 

Results 
Figure 3 shows the driver questionnaire entry and 
exit level scores for the children, for the whole 
sample, the five-year-olds and the four-year-olds 
respectively.  Try Hard, Hurry Up and Please Others 
have decreased, Be Perfect has increased by two 
points, and Be Strong is unchanged.  However, these 
mask the changes for the different ages.  No scores 
remained stable for the five-year-olds.  Figure 4 
illustrates how the results were calculated for each 
child. 

Although based on a small sample, the results 
suggest a progressive development of the ability of 
the children to make their own decisions about 
behavioural choices, whether expressed directly or 
through fictional characters and situations.  It seems 
that educational projects using TA concepts for 
primary schoolchildren can lead to a strengthening of 
the metacognitive capacities and affective self-
awareness.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Examples of bedrooms created                      
by children 
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Figure 3: Driver Questionnaire Entry and Exit Level Scores 
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Figure 4: Examples of how resuts were calculated for each child 
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Research Project B: Drivers in 
Primary School Children 
Objectives 
This project was aimed at helping the children to 
acquire and develop affective competencies and to 
foster assertiveness in relationship with others.  In 
addition to validating the questionnaire, the specific 
objectives for the children were: 

 to become aware of their own drivers and the 
impact of these in the educational context 

 to become aware of their own responses to the 
drivers of the children 

 to recognise their own drivers 

 to apply emotional literacy in the context of play 
and fantasy in order to encourage the ability to 
reflect, within the limits imposed by the 
developmental age and the educational setting 

Participants 
This project was conducted by Luca Dionisi, who had 
attended an internationally-recognised short 
introductory course on transactional analysis and 
was in the 4th year of a Bachelor of Science degree 
in Kindergarten education; he was supervised 
throughout the project by the author and Professor 
Olmetti Peja. 

The sample for this project included 26 preschool 
children aged five; 13 were boys and 13 were girls. 

Questionnaire 
As described for Project A, a driver questionnaire of 
25 items, developed by Dionisi and Alaimo, was 
administered at the beginning and end of the 
intervention, using the same method as described 
above. 

Educational Intervention 
60 hours of educational intervention were provided, 
structured into three units: 

Unit 1 – five characters from five different planets are 
going on a rocket bus to the intergalactic Olympics.  
The children were involved in creating the story and 
performing it, which meant grasping the characters 
and understanding the features of each driver. 

Unit 2  – five characters are kidnapped by a sixth 
character so that the children experience the 
discounting internal messages of the drivers when 
this happens, through engaging in individual 
activities for each driver and evaluating typical driver 
behaviours. 

Unit 3 – the five characters team up to defeat the 
sixth character, as the children experience the verbal 
permissions related to each driver and engage in 
group activities. 

The simple explicative pictures shown in Figure 5 
were provided to present the characters to the 
children, who were then divided into groups and 
invited to produce intergalactic maps as shown in 
Figure 6, after which they also produced the 
passports shown as Figure 7. 

Results 
By the end of the project, each behavioural profile 
had changed, as shown in Figures 8 and 9.  In half 
of the cases, the changes were away from peak 
values, in many cases appropriately.  As for Project 
A, although this is a small sample size and the 
changes to scores could be due to chance, the 
results do seem to indicate that the children acquired 
stronger metacognitive capacities and more effective 
self-awareness. 

Figure 5: The Characters 
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Figure 6: Intergallactic Maps                                                            Figure 7: Passports 
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Be Perfect 

Try Hard 

Please Others 

Hurry Up 

Be Strong 

 
Be Perfect 

Try Hard 

Please Others 

Hurry Up 

Be Strong 

 

Figure 9: Examples of particular changes 

Figure 8: Changes in behavioural profiles 
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Discussion 
These studies have been published to indicate how 
a range of research projects can be applied to 
research the links between TA and the education of 
young children. 

There are of course several limitations: 

 the studies were all completed within a particular 
locality of a particular country 

 the questionnaires and instruments used were 
being developed within the research projects so 
there had been no prior validation 

 the supervision of the researchers was 
conducted by authors whose work in several 
cases provided the basis for the design of new 
variations of questionnaires, with the obvious 
problem that they might not have been 
sufficiently neutral when considering the revised 
designs 

 only an overview of each study is provided; a 
more complete reporting would require the 
inclusion of much more information and hence a 
separate paper for each study. 

However, there is still enough information within the 
summary of results to indicate that attention to the 
overt teaching of TA concepts leads to the creation 
of a more positive teaching environment and children 
who have increased in self-awareness and 
autonomy.   

Conclusion 
Our hypothesis was that attention could be paid by 
teachers to affective variables just as they attend to 
metacognitive variables. Hence, our outcomes in the 
two studies have implications for the training of 
teaching as well as for children. 

Those of us at the Scuola will continue to generate 
such studies and it is our hope that the publication of 
this material will stimulate others to undertake similar 
initiatives elsewhere so that we may begin to build up 
an international collection of such case studies. 

In this way, we hope to demonstrate how useful it can 
be to include TA-based training within teacher 
education. 

Cesare Fregola is a Provisional Teaching & 
Supervising Transactional Analyst (Educational), 
Mathematics Didactics for Integration Professor in 
Degree Courses in Science of Primary School 
Teaching at University of Aquila and Lecturer in 
Mathematics and Psycho-pedagogy Didactic 
Masters Mathematics Art Science and Reality at 
Science of Teaching faculty University of Roma Tre. 
He can be contacted at fregola@uniroma3.it; 
cfregola@mathetica.it. 
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An in-depth exploration of the experience and sense-
making of transactional analyst psychotherapists 
working with clients who present with Internet addiction 

© 2015 Matthew Shorrock  

 

Abstract 
Four internationally-accredited transactional 
analysis psychotherapists completed semi—
structured one-to-one interviews that explored their 
experiences and sense-making of Internet addiction 
(IA).  Interpretive phenomenological analysis yielded 
four higher-order concepts: the complexity of IA; 
aetiological and predisposing factors; functions and 
features of IA; and treatment factors. Practical and 
theoretical implications for future research, clinical 
supervision, treatment, psycho-educational and 
political programmes are presented. Of the key 
emergent findings the Internet was understood by 
participants as a conduit or medium for addiction 
given a high prevalence of an underlying ‘disorder’.   
It was also found that participants believed in the 
existence of childhood aetiological roots 
underpinning comorbidity with IA; that attachment 
difficulties in childhood often predispose individuals 
to develop issues around loneliness, low self-
esteem, control, loss, instability and cognitive 
dissonance later in life; and that a relationship exists 
between depression, low self-esteem and escapism 
as contributing factors.   It is concluded that 
professionals would benefit from specific trainings 
concerning childhood attachment difficulties, whilst 
integrating a psychodynamic approach, or being 
aware of transference processes, could enhance 
treatment effectiveness and help safeguard both 
clients and therapists from counter-therapeutic 
interventions.  

Key words 
Internet addiction, treatment, aetiology, interpretive 
phenomenological analysis (IPA), transactional 
analysis, counselling psychology.  

Editor’s Note: This paper presents a synopsis of a 
thesis submitted as part of a Professional Doctorate 
in Counselling Psychology; after publication of this 

paper, the full thesis will be available at the 
supplementary website associated with this journal: 
www.TAresearch.org. mid-August. 

Introduction 
My interest in the internet began when I was a 
teenager, progressing into an interest in Internet 
addiction when I became a counsellor after realising 
how many hours I had spent in the past ‘surfing the 
net’ in extremis. I am now clinical director of an 
international, community-based therapy and 
research institute that specialises in addictions and 
have noticed a dramatic increase over the past five 
years in the numbers of referrals concerning Internet 
associated problems.  Hence, it seemed logical that 
I undertake research in this area, with a view to being 
able to integrate new ideas and treatment methods 
into my own practice and those of others. 

Addiction and Internet Addiction 
Young, Yue, and Ying (2011) define addictions as “… 
the habitual compulsion to engage in a certain 
activity or utilise a substance, notwithstanding the 
devastating consequences on the individual’s 
physical, social, spiritual, mental, and financial well-
being” (p.6). By developing a pseudo-coping 
mechanism the addict defends against facing life’s 
challenges, daily stress and past or current trauma.  

Young (1996) had adapted the DSM-IV criteria for 
pathological gambling to measure the (then) new 
phenomenon of internet addition (IA), after reviewing 
600 cases of heavy Internet users.  At various times 
since then other terms have been used: Internet 
Addiction Disorder [IAD] (Goldberg, 1996; Warden et 
al. 2004),  Pathological Internet Use (Young 1996) , 
Problematic Internet Use [PIU] (Caplan, 2002; 
Goyette & Nadeau, 2008; Shapira, Goldsmith, Keck, 
Khosla, & McElroy, 2000),  Pathological Internet Use 
(Davis, 2001; Morahan-Martin & Schumacher, 
2000), Compulsive Internet Use (Greenfield 1999; 
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Widyanto & Griffiths, 2006), High Internet 
Dependency (Davis, Flett, & Besser, 2002; Hur, 
2006), Virtual Addiction (Greenfield, 1999), Internet-
Enabled Compulsive Behaviour or Digital Media 
Compulsion (Greenfield (2011). 

At this time, there are no diagnostic instruments for 
Internet addiction that show adequate validity and 
reliability across countries. The most commonly used 
questionnaire is Young’s Internet Addiction Test 
[IAT], which has been validated in the United States, 
Finland, Korea, as well as in the United Kingdom 
(Widyanto & McMurran, 2004). Other scales include: 
the Chen Internet Addiction Scale [CIAS], the 
Questionnaire of Experiences Related to Internet 
[QERI], Compulsive Internet Use Scale [CIUS], and 
the Problematic Internet Use Questionnaire [PIUQ].  
However, given that these instruments are based 
upon different theoretical and philosophical 
foundations, they do not necessarily agree on the 
underlying dimensions that constitute problematic 
Internet use (Weinstein & Lejoyeux, 2010). 

Literature Review 
Despite the difficulties inherent in the endeavour, 
there has been a surge of research interest across 
the world attempting to estimate how prevalent 
Internet addiction is. Despite the well documented 
increase of individuals presenting to clinics with 
Internet related problems, King et al. (2011) have 
warned of the inclination to overestimate the severity 
and extent as a result of the poor methodological 
design within studies. Byun et al. (2009) support this 
claim in a metasynthesis of quantitative studies 
conducted between 1996 and 2006, and discovered 
that a large proportion of studies are flawed by a 
serious sampling bias, due to inconsistent 
identification criteria recruitment methods. However, 
seven years have elapsed since the cut-off point 
within the Byun et al. (2009) study and many more 
quantitative studies have since been conducted, 
necessitating the need for a contemporary 
replication of this study.  

A study related to North America, which relied on 
self-reported data only, claimed that 6% of 17,000 
respondents fitted the Internet addiction profile 
(Greenfield 1999). Aboujaoude et al (2006) 
generalised from their findings that at least one in 
eight in the USA experienced significant distress 
associated with Internet addiction.  Young and Abreu 
(2011) reviewed a Statistical Report on Internet 
addictive behaviour in China (Cui, Zhao, Wu, & Xu, 
2006) that found 9.72% - 11.06% of the 100 million 
internet users in China who are younger than 24 
years are classified as serious addicts (an estimated 
10 million young people). Using the Pathological 

Internet Use (PIU) scale on students in the United 
Kingdom, 18.3% were considered to be pathological 
Internet users (Niemz et al, 2005).  

Young (1999) and Young et al. (2000) categorise 
Internet addiction into five subtypes: computer 
addiction – i.e. pathological computer game playing; 
cybersexual addiction – i.e. excessive use of the 
Internet for cybersex and cyberporn; information 
overload – i.e. disproportionate surfing of the Internet 
and searching for information; cyber-relationship 
addiction – i.e. an excessive engagement with virtual 
relationships, such as those generated through 
social networking sites (SNS’s);  and net 
compulsions – i.e. compulsive behaviours, such as 
online gambling, stock exchange dealing, and online 
shopping. There is some evidence that younger 
adults (i.e. below mid-twenties) are more vulnerable 
to developing internet addition than older users 
(Soule et al., 2003; Thatcher & Goolam, 2005).   
Morahan-Martin (2005) suggests that the profile of a 
heavy Internet user is somebody who is experiencing 
loneliness, depression, or sexual compulsion. 
However, it would seem that there is no consensus 
on a stereotypical Internet addict, not to mention the 
profile of a user that may become a dependent user. 

Greenfield (1999b, 2011) provides a helpful 
summary the main factors that are considered to be 
characteristic of the addictive potential of the 
Internet: content; process and access / availability 
factors; reinforcement and reward; and social 
factors.   ‘If content is the raw material, then the 
Internet medium is the psychological syringe that 
delivers the content into our nervous system for 
consumption’ (Greenfield, 2011: p.140). Zeigarnik 
(1967) first noted that there exists an inherent 
tendency of the human brain to complete tasks i.e. 
the Zeigarnik effect. Thus, the limitless bounds of the 
Internet heightens an unconscious need to complete 
unfinished business.        

The pleasurable effects derived from the use of the 
Internet serves as a positive reinforcer i.e. a basic 
tenet of operant conditioning (Ferster & Skinner, 
1957). If looking at pornographic images is the 
primary gain, then the consequent elevation in 
dopamine levels is the secondary gain, and further 
reinforces the addictive pattern.  Social factors were 
identified by Greenfield (1999b, 2011) as key 
elements – the internet is the first medium to ever 
socially connect while simultaneously disconnecting 
its users. It enables a certain mastery in mediating 
the desire to connect, whilst reducing the social 
anxiety that can emerge in real-time off-line social 
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interaction. For its users, the Internet represents a 
safe and predictable world.  

The perspectives of cognitive-behavioural therapy 
(CBT) and transactional analysis (TA) represent two 
of the key competing yet distinct modalities 
attempting to understand the causal factors of 
Internet addiction development.    

From a CBT perspective, Caplan (2002) identifies a 
model that highlights core components of Internet 
addiction (that is, salience, mood modification, 
tolerance, withdrawal, conflict, and relapse – 
introduced above). In terms of empirically 
demonstrating the effect of a behavioural 
intervention, Twohig and Crosby (2010) provide 
some promising evidence that Acceptance 
Commitment Therapy (ACT) significantly reduced 
Internet usage by 83% within its participants.  Davis 
(2001) has developed a cognitive-behavioural theory 
of pathological Internet use (PIU) that also stresses 
the importance of specific cognitive patterns relating 
to the Internet, that drive individuals into realising 
negative life outcomes. Using the Internet Addiction 
Test (IAT), the first global psychometric measure of 
Internet addiction, developed by Widyanto and 
McMurren (2004), Young (2007) evaluated Internet 
addiction experience as well as treatment outcome 
of 114 patients before, during and after the 12 
session CBT intervention. 96% of patients struggled 
with on-line time management, and 85% reported 
significant relationship problems due the amount of 
time spent on-line.  

From a TA perspective, recent quantitative research 
conducted in Taiwan, using an interpersonal 
psychotherapy to evaluate a large sample of 
individuals [n=555], has attempted to identify 
predisposing Internet addiction factors (Liu & Kuo, 
2007). Using a self-completion questionnaire, results 
provided some convincing evidence that 
dysfunctional interpersonal relationships in 
childhood and consequent social anxiety significantly 
and positively correlate, impacting on the emergence 
and severity of Internet addiction. Although the 
results were based on a large sample (46% male), it 
is worth noting that the population targeted was 
inclusive only of students, and no indication was 
made regarding their age, and therefore indicates a 
methodological shortfall of this study.  

Very little research has been published evidencing 
the value of transactional analysis (TA) in ‘treating’ 
Internet addiction, even though it provides a strong 
theoretical basis for explaining its origin.  Shorrock 
(2012a, 2012b, 2012c, 2013) supports claims made 
by Liu and Kuo (2007) that primal dysfunctional 

interpersonal relationships and consequent social 
anxiety are key indicators in predicting the 
emergence and severity of Internet addiction.   TA 
can be considered as a philosophical and conceptual 
integration of psychodynamic and CBT theory, and 
Shorrock (2012b) has attempted to capture the 
strength that TA offers in explaining the aetiology of 
psychological distress, including addictions, which 
are viewed as symptoms of contaminated beliefs 
developed in childhood.  In an in-depth clinical case 
study (Shorrock, 2012a, 2012b) used a TA 
perspective to account for the origins of a client’s 
distress caused by on-line pornography addiction; 
the therapy spanned a four year period, and it was 
only through working with the client’s core 
dysfunctional beliefs, informed by primal injunctions 
(Goulding & Goulding, 1976) that second-order 
characterological change could be affected.  
However, a major limitation of the case study is the 
lack of quantitative data to support qualitative 
evidence documenting the therapeutic gains made.  

Shorrock (2013) conducted a systematic review into 
antecedents and predisposing factors which yielded 
eight themes: 

1. Pre-existing conditions or evidence of 
comorbidity - For instance: depression and 
anxiety disorders, physical disabilities, obesity, 
sexual compulsivity, paraphilia.  

2. Internet is a conduit - The Internet is merely a 
means of expressing another underlying 
disorder/ symptomatic of underlying problems. 

3. Internet is not intrinsically addictive - Internet 
itself is not addictive, specific applications play a 
significant role in the development of 
pathological Internet use. 

4. Intra-personal problems - Fulfils psychological 
deficiency needs, including: need for confidence 
/ self-esteem; need for power / control; need for 
pleasure; need for sex / release of sexual 
tension; need for achievement; and need to 
‘create a persona’. 

5. Interpersonal problems - Compensates for 
social / interpersonal difficulties, including: 
shyness; introversion; inhibition; loneliness; 
sense of belonging; social isolation / withdrawal; 
relationship breakdown. 

6. Escapism / Coping - Internet provides means to 
avoid or cope with difficulties. 

7. Normalisation - Internet provides a means to 
normalise ‘deviant’ or conflicting (ego-dystonic) 
thoughts and behaviours. 
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8. Historical explanations - Unmet emotional 
needs in family of origin / childhood. 

 

 

Figure 1 The Internet Addiction Aetiology Model Shorrock 2012 

Shorrock noted that a third of the studies that met the 
inclusion criteria incorporated a research design 
feature that enabled the authors to conclude that 
unmet emotional needs in childhood heightened their 
subjects’ vulnerability to developing Internet 
addiction.    

He went on to present a diagrammatic 
conceptualisation of the emergent aetiological 
themes and components, as shown in Figure 1.The 
model can provide a ‘bottom-up’ understanding of 
the levels of complexity involved in developing an 
Internet addiction. Unmet needs in childhood and 
associated early on-set psychological conditioning 
can often be held to account for the development of 
the future addiction, (represented at the base of the 
model). A disaffected childhood can give rise to 
unhealthy psychological problems in the ‘here and 
now’ real world context (for example, relationship 
difficulties). The hexagonal shapes denote the inter-
relatedness of the contributing factors that can fixate 
the addiction, thus reinforcing the addictive cycle. “At 
this level, these factors can be understood as the 
everyday features and function of Internet addiction, 
as uniquely developed and experienced by the client. 
Almost like a poorly insulated roof, the addiction 
invariably ‘leaks’ out of the person, and affects their 
being in the world.” (Shorrock, 2013, p. 13).   

The main limitation of this study was the small 
sample size, due to the dearth of qualitative research 
published that investigates aetiology and 
predisposing factors contributing to the development 
of Internet addiction. The validity and reliability of the 
findings could be enhanced by a replication of the 
search strategy by a number different researchers. 
Finally, the findings are inclusive only of data 
emanating from qualitative based studies. Future 
research could repeat the enquiry targeting studies 
exclusively employing a quantitative approach, a 
mixed methods design, or both, to support a 
triangulation of data.       

Treatment outcome studies are still in their infancy.  
King et al. (2011) conducted a comprehensive 
review of the research specifically focussed on 
clinical interventions for treating Internet addiction, 
using the CONSORT (Consolidating Standards of 
Reporting Trials) statement, an internationally 
recognized ‘gold standard’ for assessing the 
reporting quality of clinical trials (Altman et al., 2001). 
Their robust assessment of the extant clinical trials 
of IA treatment revealed that the majority of studies 
employed non-pharmacologic intervention, included 
CBT, motivational interviewing (MI), reality training, 
or a combination of psychological and/or counselling 
modalities within a self-directed treatment program - 
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i.e. a combination of a number of therapy types. 
Thus, there was a lack of consistency across the 
reviewed studies in the type of therapy provided. 
King et al. (2011) highlighted several key limitations 
across the studies:  

 inconsistencies in the definition and diagnosis of 
Internet addiction;  

 a lack of randomization and blinding techniques;  

 a lack of adequate controls or other comparison 
groups; and  

 insufficient information concerning recruitment 
dates, sample characteristics, and    treatment 
effect sizes.  

Therapists’ Experience & Understanding of 
Working with Internet Addiction 
Very little research has been conducted into 
therapists’ experience of working with clients 
struggling with addictions. Shinebourne and Adams 
(2007) studied the conceptualisations and beliefs 
about addiction in research and other literature that 
has emerged from the USA, and conclude that they 
reflect a domination of the pathological / deficit model 
(for instance: Hshieh & Srebalus, 1997; Humphreys 
et al., 1996; Moyers & Miller, 1993; Thombs & 
Osborn, 2001; Toriello & Leierer, 2005).  
Shinebourne and Adams (2007) found that only one 
study focused on therapists' experiences, emotions, 
and feelings i.e. Najavits et al. (1995). It would seem 
the Shinebourne and Adams (2007) study still 
reflects current trends. 

Published research undertaking an in-depth 
examination of the experience and understanding of 
therapists working with clients struggling with 
Internet addiction is virtually non-existent (Shorrock, 
2012a; Shorrock, 2012b; Shorrock, 2012c). It is 
impossible to attain unadulterated access to the 
actual experience of a therapist; as researchers we 
are twice removed in attempting to comprehend the 
participants’ narrative of their experience in working 
with a client (Westland & Shinebourne, 2009). 
Paradoxically, this unique vantage point provides the 
researcher a meta-perspective enabling an 
identification of the therapist’s ‘operative defences 
and self-deceptions’ that were present in the original 
clinical encounters, and can be evident in the 
participant’s current narrative (Churchill, 2000, p. 
44).       

Shinebourne and Adams (2007) have attempted to 
explore therapists’ understanding and experience of 
working with addiction problems generically. 
Participants were 13 therapists from diverse 
backgrounds and working settings. A ‘Q 

methodology’ was employed, and four distinctive 
factors were identified, indicating divergent 
understandings of the concept of addiction. Whilst a 
number of limitations are evident within their study, 
including unexplored, or partially explored data, their 
research prompts serious consideration of the 
following factors:  

 Therapists’ personal beliefs and values 
regarding addiction impact on their 
understanding and practice. The authors found 
that most of their participants' views were 
informed by more than one theoretical 
perspective.  

 Therapists need to be aware of the potential 
impact of their values on their client work, given 
that clients introject their therapists' values 
(Berne, 1966; Kelly & Strupp, 1992). 

 Therapists’ attitudes and feelings towards 
addictive clients indicate a need for supervision 
and further training. Working with clients 
struggling with addiction can give rise to 
complex situations, which in turn can elicit 
uncomfortable and confusing experiences for 
the therapist.    

Most recently, spurred by the recognition that 
addiction counsellors perhaps possess the most 
advanced clinical knowledge relating to IA, Acier and 
Kern (2011) attempted to capture and analyse the 
counsellors’ perceptions relating to: the profile of 
individuals presenting with problematic Internet use 
(PIU); the clinical picture; assessment; and 
treatment. The authors used a qualitative research 
design, utilising four focus groups with 21 addiction 
counsellors working in public addiction rehabilitation 
centres in Quebec, Canada. Further to an analysis of 
the discussions that unfolded, the authors conclude 
their paper with a strong note of caution, and warn 
us against “pathologising” a still very little known 
phenomenon.  

A key shortcoming of this study is the undisclosed 
qualifications and experience of the counsellors in 
working with Internet addicted clients. Although the 
addiction counsellors have an abundance of 
experience working with alcohol and drug clients for 
a mean of 12.6 years, the only reported experience 
of working with clients struggling with Internet 
addiction is that they all they confirm they have 
worked with several Internet problematic use cases 
(mean of 6.4, SD = 3.62) in the last 12 months only. 
Future research would benefit from raising the 
threshold, and / or clarifying inclusion criteria for 
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actual experience of working with clients struggling 
with Internet addiction.    

Aims & Rationale 
The aim of this study was to explore transactional 
analysis psychotherapists’ experience and 
understanding of working with clients who present 
with Internet related problems.    

The intention was to engage with the therapists’ 
broader experience and understanding of 
therapeutic assessment, diagnosis and treatment of 
clients rather than the client’s phenomenological 
account. 

This issue has broad implications for social care, 
education and IT sectors worldwide, as the use of 
Internet and Internet based technologies increases 
exponentially. Recent figures reveal that teenagers 
are exposed to various technologies (including 3rd 
generation phones, gaming and Internet) an average 
of seven hours per day (Rideout, Foehr, & Roberts, 
2010).  A recent and extensive literature review 
(Kuss & Griffiths, 2011) revealed the negative 
correlates of Social Networking Site [SNS] usage to 
be: problematic face-to-face [FtF] interpersonal 
relationships; withdrawal of participation in ‘real 
world’ social communities; as well as depleting 
academic performance and achievement. 

Husserl advocates a thorough and robust 
phenomenological account of the world as an 
essential grounding for any further scientific account. 
Husserl viewed science as a second-order 
knowledge system, ultimately depending on first-
order personal experience (Husserl, 1970). In my 
introduction, I have exposed the overwhelming 
deficit of quantitative as well as qualitative research 
into the Internet addiction phenomena.  

Methodology 
Westland and Shinebourne (2009) have employed 
an interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) 
methodology for investigating therapists’ experience 
of working with clients that provides promising 
evidence that this approach lends itself better to a 
rich and in-depth exploration of therapist experience 
and understanding. Exploring how events and 
objects are experienced and how therapists make-
meaning of this necessitates an interpretative activity 
on the part of the researcher (Smith & Osborn, 2003; 
Smith et al. 2009); these are the dual foci of IPA.  

Further to a systematic review (Shorrock, 2013), and 
two in-depth case study papers (Shorrock, 2012a; 
Shorrock, 2012b), methodological weaknesses 
within many of the studies exploring Internet 

addiction, include over-reliance on survey data and 
self-reported data from self-selected populations, 
and absence of control groups within quantitative 
research (Young & Abreu, 2011). Previously 
reported case studies exploring the phenomenon (for 
instance, Young, 1996), have lacked depth and 
substance, which has recently been addressed (e.g. 
Chirban, 2006; Shorrock, 2012a, Shorrock, 2012b), 
even although studies remain scant.  

Attempts have been made to explore the therapists’ 
experience and understanding of working generically 
with addictions (Najavits et al, 2000; Shinebourne & 
Adams, 2007). An encouraging study by Acier and 
Kern (2011) offered some qualitative evidence, 
resulting from focus groups endeavouring to capture 
the perceptions of addiction counsellors working with 
clients struggling with problematic Internet use (PIU) 
in Canada. However, to date, no in-depth research 
has been conducted, or at least published, 
concerning both therapists’ experience and 
understanding of working with clients who present 
with Internet related problems.  

The Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) 
(Smith, Flower and Larkin 2009) method is a 
congruent qualitative approach in addressing the 
aims of this study. I view its three key philosophical 
and theoretical bedrocks as prisms: 

Idiography is the study of the individual, or of single 
events or facts (Oxford English Dictionary Online, 
2015). Commensurate with psychological therapy, 
idiography represents IPA’s commitment to the 
careful examination of detail, and depth of analysis. 
Also, because phenomenological experience is 
uniquely embodied, situated and perspectival 
(Smith, 2011) the ideographical philosophy of IPA 
lends itself well toward a case study examination of 
a small, purposefully-selected, well placed sample of 
therapists who have worked closely with Internet-
addicted clients.  

In line with Husserl (1859–1938), phenomenology 
involves the setting aside of presuppositions about a 
phenomenon as an empirical object and about the 
mental acts concerned with experiencing it, in order 
to achieve an intuition of its pure essence and hence 
to analyse the structure of conscious subjective 
experience. 

Hermeneutics has been defined as the art or science 
of interpretation (Ricoeur, 1981).  Although 
historically developed to interpret text (particularly 
biblical scriptures), phenomenologically-minded 
hermeneutic researchers and psychologists can 
adapt the theory as a method within a face-to-face 
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dialogic encounter, such as interviews. Smith and 
Osborne (2003) introduce the phrase double 
hermeneutic – the idea that the IPA researcher is 
attempting to make-meaning of the participant 
attempting to make-meaning of their experience.  

Whilst I adopt the same methodological position as 
Smith, I cannot be as confident as to say that my 
account is not influenced by any of the psychological 
trainings I have ever received. Instead, I lean 
towards Heidegger (1962) and accept that it is 
impossible to rid the mind of presupposition and 
where possible, choose to work with my fore-
structures as an invaluable guide to a mature, 
meaningful, and multifaceted enquiry.  

Research Activity 
Subjects 
Participants chosen for the study had professional 
membership with the European Association of 
Transactional Analysis (EATA) because this assured 
me of an integrative approach with a strong focus on 
examining aetiology, and a particularly high degree 
of rigour in levels of training, clinical competence, 
personal therapy, and extensive therapeutic 
experience necessary for their registration (ITA, 
2008).  Membership of EATA meant also that they 
would meet any national requirements for 
psychotherapists to practice.   

To find participants, a notice was placed within a 
professional journal that attracted an international 
readership; it included clarification of the purpose of 
the study, along with inclusion criteria and a 
description of the requirements of a recorded one 
and a half hour semi-structured interview and contact 
details of the researcher. Social and professional 
networking media was also used to recruit 
participants, namely Twitter, LinkedIn, and 
Facebook. 

Responding potential participants possessed a 
minimum of five years practice experience, within a 
number of health care settings. A key requirement 
was that each practitioner has direct experience of 
working therapeutically with adult clients who have 
experienced problems associated with Internet 
addiction and compulsive Internet behaviours. 
Although TA is essentially a theoretically integrative 
approach, another pre-requisite was that therapists 
identify themselves as ‘integrative’ therapists, and 
have trained in or are influenced by ‘other’ 
therapeutic modalities (e.g. psychodynamic, CBT, or 
Rogerian person-centred therapy), even though they 
understand TA to be their ‘home base’ or core 
modality.  

An information sheet was forwarded to potential 
participants, who responded with a signed copy of 
the research consent form.  Participants that met all 
of the inclusion criteria, and who had provided 
informed content to participate, were selected on a 
first-come-first-serve basis.  

‘Participant 1’ (‘Jack’) is an extensively experienced 
psychotherapist based in the UK, originally trained in 
second-wave CBT before his transactional analysis 
training.  He works within the NHS and private 
practice, offers supervision to therapists working 
within internet addition, and has written academic 
papers on the topic. 

‘Participant 2’ (‘Dora’) has specialised in using 
transactional analysis and other humanist 
approaches for over two decades, and has 
predominantly worked within the not-for-profit sector 
within the UK. Dora currently works with young single 
mothers who are dependent upon state benefits, or 
illegal income revenue, and chiefly uses a group 
therapy format, using both off-line and on-line 
models. 

Participant 3’ (‘Kam’) specialises in working with 
children and young people who are struggling with 
on-line gaming addiction. Based in Germany, Kam 
has established an international research and 
treatment institute that aims to evidence the efficacy 
of systemic / family based therapies using a 
transactional analysis modality. 

‘Participant 4’ (‘Lucy’) is a highly experienced 
teaching and supervising transactional analyst 
based in the UK.  She integrates narrative and 
attachment therapy, and has a special interest in 
using metaphor in her work, which she employs 
within a very relational and psychodynamic 
approach.      

This sample was to represent a ‘perspective’ rather 
than a population (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009), 
with the added value of the standardisation of their 
theoretical and clinical approach due to TA being 
their core modality.  

Interviews 
All interviews were carried out at TA conference in 
the UK, over a period of 3 days in April 2012. Having 
memorised the interview schedule, I embedded 
deliberately open-ended questions within a 
conversational style of interviewing that was free-
flowing and organic in nature. This enabled a rich 
and meaningful phenomenological enquiry to unfold. 
As explained previously, it was expected that the 
interview process would oscillate between levels of 
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interpretive enquiry from a hermeneutics of empathy 
to a hermeneutics of suspicion (Ricoeur, 1970).  The 
twelfth question was conceived post hoc, during the 
first interview. The significant value it added 
confirmed the decision to include it in all of the 
subsequent interviews, and so the questions 
became: 

Background 

How would you describe yourself as a therapist? 

To what extent does TA inform your practice? 

Assessment 

What is your experience of working with people who 
have problems associated with the Internet or 
Internet related devices? (including smart phones 
and ‘apps’). 

What does the term “Internet addiction” mean to 
you?  

How do you evaluate whether somebody is addicted 
to the Internet?  

What is it like for you working with people who 
struggle with Internet related problems? 

Aetiology 

Do you find that predisposing factors influence a 
client’s expression of Internet addiction? If so, how? 

What are the key factors impacting on the client’s 
expression of Internet related problems? 

Is there a link between the client’s previous 
experience and specific types of Internet addiction? 

Treatment 

How does the client’s previous life experience impact 
on your formulation of a treatment plan?  

Can you walk me through your experience of working 
with and treating one client with Internet addiction? 

Reflection 

What has it been like for you today, exploring and 
reflecting on your understanding and experience of 
working with clients struggling with Internet 
addiction? 

Data Analysis 
To date, the IPA literature has not advocated one 
single ‘method’ of data analysis. However, the 
analytic focus has always centred on the 
participant’s effort to understand and make-meaning 
of their experience. Smith (2007) has described the 
analytic process as an iterative and inductive cycle.  

Using the final texts, I followed the sequence of data 
analysis below, which did not always necessarily 
follow a linear process, as I needed to allow myself 

to oscillate reflectively between stages as part of an 
iterative and inductive cycle of analysis (Smith, 
2007): 

Reading and re-reading. 
Taking of initial notes, making descriptive, 
conceptual, linguistic comments. 

Identifying emergent patterns / themes, and 
connections across themes. 

Repeating the above process with the next 
participant’s interview transcript. 

Detecting patterns across case transcripts. 

The data analysis process started from the moment 
the interview process began, and even before, upon 
making initial contact with the participant. 
Recognition of a ‘double hermeneutic’ (Smith & 
Osborn, 2003) within the interview process is 
congruent with an IPA methodology, acknowledging 
that the researcher is ‘both like and unlike the 
participant’. I made use of data from my own reflexive 
journal, and research supervision, to aid data 
analysis and interpretation of the participant’s 
experience (Etherington, 2004). Not wishing to 
discount the importance of my own fore-structures 
(Heidegger, 1962 / 1967) and indeed utilising them 
in the service of a double-hermeneutic of suspicion 
as well as empathy (Ricoeur, 1970), I was also 
mindful of the psychodynamic lens of which I would 
be interpreting the data.  

Ethical Considerations 
In addition to the ethical codes I follow due to my dual 
professional roles (as a psychotherapist and 
psychologist), as a member of the British 
Psychological Society I also followed the BPS (2010) 
Code of Human Research Ethics. 

The universal themes for consideration within the 
range of codes were confidentiality awareness, 
avoidance of harm to participants, and procedures 
for dealing with potential distress caused to 
participants (McLeod, 2003). However, Smith, 
Flowers and Larkin (2009) have noted that 
“anonymity is all that qualitative researchers can 
offer”, and are at pains to stress the point that “to say 
that something is ‘confidential’ is to say that nobody 
else will see it” (p.53), which cannot be the case. I 
therefore intended to delete any names that would 
appear in the text, and alter any information that 
could remotely identify the participant or the clients 
to which they referred.  

The option to review data extracts before publication 
was given to all participants, as well as the offer to 
withdraw from the research should they wish, up to 



 
 
 
International Journal of Transactional Analysis Research Vol 6 No 2 July 2015                                       www.ijtar.org                                                              Page  36 
 

the point at which data analysis began. The design 
of the semi-structured interview minimised the 
amount of personal information recorded. A consent 
document was given to each participant by way of 
initiating the informed consent process, which 
included specific information regarding ethical issues 
associated with the study; and as part of the 
recruitment process they received a document that 
included: the aims and focus of the study; details of 
the studies methods / methodology; participant 
inclusion criteria; and information relating to practical 
issues concerning the research process.  

Hard copies of documents and audio recordings 
were held in locked storage, whilst electronic 
information was secured within an encrypted 
electronic storage device. The principal researcher 
was the only person able to access the secured 
information.   

The research proposal, upon which this methodology 
was based, was submitted for formal scrutiny, and 
received full clearance from the University Research 
Ethics Committee (UREC) of Manchester University 
before the study was conducted.  

Validity 
A key criterion for evaluating the validity of qualitative 
research, identified by Stiles (1993), is the credibility 
of the researcher as a reflexive professional. The 
disclosure and expression of relevant data is 
dependent on the researcher’s ability to develop a 
working alliance with participants (McLeod, 2003), 
and their ability to reflect upon, and monitor the 
research process.  I am mindful that I have my own 
‘blind spots’; at times, in the interviews with 
participants, I have captured and challenged my own 
assumptions, especially when the participants would 
impart a theoretical concept from transactional 
analysis into our interview. Transparency was also 
communicated within the study by sharing my own 
clinical training and core theoretical modalities, 
philosophical values, and organisational pressures. 
Data collection and analysis procedures have been 
documented in detail, and participants were invited 
to comment on the accuracy of the transcripts 
derived from their interviews.  Research supervision, 
and independent audits of my analyses by 
colleagues, have also been invaluable resources to 
heighten my reflexive processes. 

Results 
An overview of the superordinate themes that 
emerged from the data analysis, along with the 
themes that constitute them, are shown in Table 1.  
There were a number of themes that are not shown 

because they occurred in only one or two cases and 
the evidence for them was therefore considered too 
weak. 

Complexity in Understanding Internet Addiction 
Confusion & Complexity 

Without exception, the theme of confusion and 
complexity in understanding Internet addiction 
emerged within every participant interview. 

Jack: I think it’s one of those ones that has been 
popularized within the media and I think that we’ve 
become… it’s a bit grandiose… and I don’t know who 
I think the “we” is, but I think it’s become… you know, 
sometimes we have to ask ourselves some very 
difficult questions and… you know, How do I know 
the world is round and it’s not flat?. It’s one of those 
type questions. (2.24 -3.5).  

Dora: And real is complicated, by its nature, and 
every... you know.  There’s general ideas about 
things.  There’s theories about things.  But it may or 
may not... (laughs). I just don’t think anything is black 
and white, and em... for me, it’s exciting and I like it.  
(15.3 - 15.5) 

Lucy:  I think that it’s not so much for me to… em... 
agree or disagree with a client’s self-belief… I think 
it’s about exploring by enquiry what their belief is, 
what they understand about it.  Em… what the 
problem is for them, and what their desire is for 
change… (11.16 -11.18). 

The results here suggest even within the 
transactional analysis modality, where therapists’ 
share the same theoretical and philosophical 
foundations, there is a general struggle to 
conceptualise Internet addiction. However, some 
common ground began to emerge between two of 
the therapists, in their understanding of IA as an 
obsessive-compulsive or an anxiety based problem.  

‘IA’ as an Obsessive-Compulsive Problem & an 
Anxiety-Based Problem  

It is possible to discuss the two themes referring to 
obsessive-compulsive and anxiety based problems 
together, as in many respects they are inextricably 
linked as obsessive-compulsive behaviours are 
largely driven by anxieties. Half of the sample 
showed confusion and complexity stemming from 
their experience that the nature and manifestation of 
an ‘Internet addiction’ can also share features with 
obsessive-compulsive  disorder or other  anxiety- 
disorders, or at least could be understood through 
the lens of such disorders; thus bringing into question 
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Superordinate Themes Themes 

Complexity In Understanding Confusion & complexity 

‘IA’ as obsessive-compulsive problem. 

‘IA’ as an anxiety based problem. 

Comorbidity or underlying pathological disorder. 

Internet as medium for addiction. 

Is Internet itself addictive? 

Prevalence of IA behaviour 

Aetiology / Predisposing Factors Childhood origin 

Script 

Aloneness 

The conflicted self. 

A low self-esteem 

Loss & Instability 

Features & Function Coping strategy 

Searching & collecting process (obsessions & 
compulsions) 

Power, control and domination 

Escapism 

Intimacy and relationship difficulties 

Loss of time 

Discounting and splitting of self 

Perception of stability 

Treatment Methods, techniques & style 

Vulnerability and safety of therapist 

Support for therapist 

Table 1: Summary of themes

whether IA is in fact a ‘true’ addiction, existing in its 
own right.  Two of the participants referred explicitly 
to IA in these specific terms (Jack and Lucy), and 
more often than not, talked of ‘anxiety’ and 
‘obsessive compulsive’ thoughts and behaviours 
simultaneously. o IA in these specific terms (Jack 
and Lucy), and more often than not, talked of 
‘anxiety’ and ‘obsessive compulsive’ thoughts and 
behaviours simultaneously.  

Jack: But my experience from looking at it and 
formulating it from a CBT perspective and thinking 
about it as a practitioner, in real practical ways, is that 
it seems to be more of an OCD.  People have an 
impulsive… they have an obsessive thought which 
then results in impulsive behaviour… [ ] Em, and my 
sense is that it’s a lot more OCD than it is addiction.  
And I believe that it’s an impulsive thing, and I think 
that it’s anxiety based…   I think people  … it’s often 
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linked with perfectionism in my experience…. it’s 
often linked with em… anxiety… [  ] That it’s almost 
like there needs to be a pre-cursor of anxiety.  (4.11 
– 5.2) 

Lucy also views problematic Internet problems as a 
‘compulsive problem’, and even frames the dynamic 
of relief of anxiety using the same words as Jack i.e. 
a process that enables the person to “self-sooth”: 

Lucy:   … my understanding is that there is an 
inability to regulate, either their own emotions, or 
regulate the affects of other.  And that triggers a huge 
amount of anxiety which then needs to be regulated 
in some way, or distracted from, or disassociated 
from. (6.2 -6.4).  

Comorbidity or Underlying Disorder  

As reported by participants, given that features of 
such American Psychiatric Association defined 
disorders are shared by sufferers of IA, maybe this 
speaks more of a pattern of comorbidity or evidence 
of underlying disorders. The interviews with Jack, 
Kam and Lucy all revealed some evidence of 
comorbidity or an underlying disorder(s) in their work 
with clients struggling with Internet addiction.  

Lucy: The first thought I had if I open that door in my 
mind was… deadness.  There is something about 
their early experience where there has been neglect, 
but there has been a deadening atmosphere in the 
house, so like some kind of parental influence where 
they’ve been depressed, mental health issues of 
some kind, but a flat mental health issue, yes? (18.2 
– 18.5) 

In working with the same client group, Jack also 
highlights the presence and importance of the 
underlying problems that give rise or accompany 
Internet addiction.   

Jack:  And you know, it’s just a presenting issue.  
That’s why I find it very kind of unthreatening.  So it’s 
just another one on the list isn’t it…. like alcohol, this 
or that or…. I use porn or something like that…. and 
it’s like…. Well, that doesn’t particularly interest me, 
you know, it’s the root cause… (19.11 – 19.15).  

Obesity and food addiction is another comorbid 
factor evident in the interviews.  

Dora: …a lot of them are overweight... and that’s 
another whole addiction [  ].  Is it food addiction or is 
it used as an armour? [  ] come here ... go away.  I 
want you, but you wouldn’t want this would you.  So 

go away, because I wouldn’t know the first thing to 
do with you.  I’ve got a fantasy about what I should 
do and I’m going to work towards that.  But I’ll make 
sure that I’m not... (30.23 - 31.18)  

Kam: … But when we talk about the social phobia… 
[  ] I think it’s both…  Em... I think it’s both people with 
social phobia from the beginning.  They can be 
autistic.  They can have milder... or stuff like that.  
Erm, but also a consequence. (9.22 – 10.2) 

Again, the complexity in understanding Internet 
addiction in its own right is brought to the fore, as 
Kam highlights that comorbid disorders often predate 
Internet addiction in a person’s life, and may not 
necessarily be caused by it. In some instances, the 
opposite can be true, as suggested in all of the 
interviews.   

Internet as a Conduit or Medium for Addiction 

Closely linked to the emergent super-ordinate theme 
of comorbidity and underlying disorders is the notion 
that the Internet is a conduit or medium for addiction.  

Kam:  So I think... I think that it’s not strange if we 
can find answers in those areas [the Internet]. That 
some people have greater or worse combination of 
drivers and injunctions [dysfunctional beliefs and 
behaviours], that connect to something, and I mean 
the Internet does everything.  So it’s really... every 
man’s choice. So if you can get hooked in real life, of 
course you can get hooked on the Internet. (17.10 – 
17.13) 

Jack:   … And it does seem to be that that is quite 
vehicle specific.  So there’s something about the 
internet delivering that is quite important. (6.2 – 6.4) 

Jack:    …No, so they’ve accessed that through the 
Internet and trawled through various people who will 
do that with them and then they will go and actually 
do that. (29.16 – 29.18) 

Addictiveness of the Internet  

A recurrent theme that emerged through two of the 
interviews refers to the question of whether the 
Internet is, in and of itself, addictive (as opposed to 
the content). This is closely related to, but has a 
slightly different emphasis to Internet as conduit for 
addiction, as opposed to addictive properties of the 
Internet. Arguably, this could be considered two 
sides to the same coin, which accounts why it has 
been highlighted here as a complicating factor.  
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Prevalence & Pervasiveness  

Kam:  (takes a deep breath)… I think it’s a hard word 
because in a way we are all Internet addicted.  All of 
our society is Internet addicted.  We wouldn’t work 
without the Internet.  So it’s a difficult word. (6.14 – 
6.16) 

Lucy: And it will also tell me [information about 
them], if that [Internet addiction] happens to be their 
addiction of choice in the given moment.  Because 
we all have addictions and we all have ways to self-
sooth or to try and regulate our feelings by ignoring 
them and focusing on the addiction… you know, the 
object of choice. (12.6 – 12.9) 

Jack: I believe that people use the Internet 
excessively.  But you don’t say to somebody who 
drinks a lot, Oh you’ve got a pub addiction. (3.7 – 
3.11) 

Dora: Primarily, an inordinate amount of time spent 
[spent using the Internet]... and I think a lot of people, 
myself included... you know, what’s addiction, and 
what’s interest?  You know, it’s on a continuum.  Yes, 
my husband and I can spend hours in the same room 
on our own machines doing stuff.  But you can spend 
money [on the Internet] very easily, without realising 
it... (8.11 – 8.15) 

Dora: … people being able to trail where you’ve 
been.  Is that different to when it used to be all in 
magazines? Or on videos?  I don’t know.  Is that 
wrong?  No, it’s not wrong. (17.10 – 17.12) 

Dora’s perspective does raise the question, are we, 
as a society, pathologising what has been practiced 
for centuries simply because it is now accessed 
through a different medium, and leaves footprints? 
On the other-hand, is the ability to audit a person’s 
thought processes and movements exposing what 
has been a problem since the proliferation of media?  

Aetiology & Predisposing Factors 
Comorbidity came through as a theme for aetiology 
as well as for Complexity as above. 

Childhood Origin 

Script patterns formed in childhood / dysfunctional 
beliefs, or the development of dysfunctional schema 
in early childhood, is a significant predisposing or 
aetiological factor contributing to the development or 
manifestation of Internet addiction, being mentioned 
by each participant.  

Kam:  When you talk to the parents and talk to the 
family, talk to the youngster, and you ask, When do 
you think?, or, What happened? they say, Well 
probably it started earlier than I think... (19.15 -19.7) 

The quote above, extracted from Kam’s interview, 
neatly captured the shared experiences of all of the 
therapists. Many themes emerged across transcripts 
that related to a disturbed or disaffected childhood; 
upon closer analysis, a distinction started to emerge 
concerning the nature of the disturbance. It is 
perhaps most clearly explained using Lucy’s 
borrowed conceptualisation of insecure attachment 
(Bowlby, 1969): 

Lucy: To me, addictions are very linked with 
attachment issues [  ] if we are insecurely attached 
and our needs have not been met enough in maybe 
our childhood. (5.20)  

Lucy: I have a hunch… if we think about childhood 
and there is one side where there is neglect, and 
[children] have been ignored and not [had] enough 
contact, and then there is another side of the trauma 
where [there] is contact but it is abusive contact, 
yes…. [  ] like being over-stimulated by something 
traumatic, or by being isolated and left alone [  ] my 
hunch would be that it’s those that have been, if you 
like under-stimulated, ignored, neglected, left 
alone… [  ] that [they] would then have more of a 
leaning towards Internet addiction as opposed to 
other addictions. (6.22 – 7.12) 

Lucy discerns between those children that were 
abused or traumatised, and those that were 
neglected.  Using constructs employed by Kam, it is 
possible to discuss this distinction as “family type 1” 
(i.e. abused or traumatised), and “family type 2” (i.e. 
referring to those children who were neglected). 

A common thread of childhood neglect resonates 
through each account. As Jack notes from his 
experiences, the neglect often starts at the earliest 
developmental “pre-linguistic” stages. Sometimes, 
the neglect would be subtle, in the families that 
“seem to have everything”. When the parents are 
successful academically, or professionally, there is a 
risk that attentiveness toward meeting the child’s 
needs diminishes.   As can be inferred from Lucy’s 
understanding below, clients are heavily defended 
against affect associated with neglect (e.g. terror and 
rage), and to continue repressing these emotions 
would seem the ‘easiest’ option, and to keep the 
addictive process alive:   
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Lucy: [I]f the caretaker has not been in enough 
contact with the baby, the client then… my 
understanding is that there is an inability to regulate, 
either their own emotions, or regulate the affect of 
the other.  And that triggers a huge amount of anxiety 
which then needs to be regulated in some way, or 
distracted from or dissociated from. (5.20 – 6.4) 

Loss & Instability 

Loss and instability in childhood was a particularly 
prominent theme, and whilst it could be subsumed 
under the heading childhood origin, this was an 
especially recurrent theme with Kam and Lucy. 

Kam: in the split it happens a lot to that kid. A lot of 
activities that finish, perhaps because they had to 
move or stuff like that. And then the computer 
becomes more important. (4.22 – 5.1) 

Kam observes the central role the computer begins 
to play the young person’s life, who is surrounded by 
losses resulting from parental separation. Arguably, 
this function can be as much about denial of the 
original loss as a method for resolving past hurts.  

Kam: [the Internet] becomes some kind of support.  
It becomes also a place where you can be 
imaginatory.  You can have the family that you want.  
You can play games where you can be the father or 
where you can be whatever you want. (5.7 – 5.8) 

Loneliness / Aloneness 

Loneliness and / or aloneness was a recurrent theme 
throughout the interviews with Jack and Dora. In the 
following extract from Jack’s interview, there is 
evidence of an interplay between the aloneness his 
client experienced as a child, and the loneliness that 
has beset him in adulthood:   

Jack: I’m thinking about one gay man I work with 
who is in his kind of forties, fifties… kind of very well 
adjusted in one sense… you know, a very senior 
social worker but he has got this very isolated story.  
This very kind of aloneness as a child… em… so he’s 
been… he’s very kind of quite schizoid…. (9.17 – 
9.22) 

Where individuals report an “isolated story”, the 
interviews would indicate that the Internet provides a 
medium to at least partially meet their need for social 
and psychological contact. In his work with Internet 
‘sex addicts’, Jack has noticed that many of his 
clients will spend hours surfing the net to find others 
to meet off-line, under the guise of intending to have 
sex:        

Jack: And often the contact itself is very sexually 
minimal actually.  Because I’ve worked with many 
men who just kind of talk to prostitutes or offer them 
a cup of tea… (30.8 – 30-10) 

The risk of emotional vulnerability is moderated by 
Jack’s lonely clients, by seeking company within 
‘professional’ relationships. For some of Dora’s 
lonely female clients, the arrangement is not so 
contractual. Dora’s cites her clients, with a history of 
rejection and loneliness, who will search and network 
into the early hours of the morning in pursuit of actual 
offline social encounters.  

Low Self-Esteem 

Loneliness and low self-esteem issues are often 
inextricably linked. Dora notices that her lonely client 
fit a very familiar profile. As she reflects upon her 
practice, she notices that low self-esteem and 
loneliness are generally born out of looking 
physically different.  This would especially be the 
case for her obese clients:  

Dora: one of my mums, who spends five hours of 
the evening on a chat room... because they are very 
large and don’t perceive themselves as particularly 
beautiful. (18.17 – 18.19) 

Kam also observes, amongst his Internet addicted 
gaming clients, core dysfunctional beliefs underpin 
the addiction cycle, with many of his clients believing:   

Kam: I am ugly...or I am outside. I am not one of the 
others. (12.10) 

Besides serving as a haven to hide, the content of 
the Internet also provides us with a paragon of how 
we should be. Similarly, Jack believes, “pornography 
represents the unobtainable” (14.21).  

Jack: I think it’s more about [existential] life 
position… like I feel shit about myself… and so… in 
the porn I can have an ideal… I can fill in the gap that 
I’m looking for in order to feel okay. (14.7 – 14.10) 

A Conflicted Self 

Jack: … the same theme seems to be emerging… it 
matters very much what the particular image is that’s 
being sought [  ] the other partner is aware of that 
through discovery and then it’s very kind of, often 
very distressed by that because they know that they 
[the partner] don’t fit that fantasy image. (6.17 – 6.23) 

The extract above represents a phenomenon that 
repeatedly manifested throughout Jack’s interview. 
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An individual can spend countless hours viewing 
Internet pornography without experiencing cognitive 
dissonance. In most people it is only when they have 
been discovered looking at particular images in the 
Internet that their problems begin.     

Jack: Splitting is an absolutely key component of 
pornography for me.  Which is something about my 
clients again, it’s nothing to do with my real partner… 
it’s a completely different feel.  So, you know, I go 
and do this... I go and wank to porn… which is 
something over there, and then I exit that and I re-
enter real life. (14.18 – 14.24) 

Functions & Features of Internet Addiction 
‘Function’ refers to how the addiction serves to 
ostensibly meet the needs of the user of the Internet, 
albeit in a dysfunctional or pathological manner, thus 
reinforcing unhealthy patterns. In this sense function 
could also be understood as dysfunction. ‘Feature’ 
refers to how the addiction manifests, is experienced 
by the user, or is identified by others. 

Coping / Searching & Collecting 

Jack:  There is that sense of belief that I have to 
engage in this behaviour in order to manage or 
survive (5.15 – 5.17) 

The quote above, extracted from Jack’s interview, 
neatly captures what it is like for many of the afflicted 
clients referred to throughout this research. As Jack 
reflects on his practice, he empathizes with his 
“typical” client’s struggle with addictive “behaviour”.  
At best, their behaviour in using the Internet is used 
a coping mechanism to manage in life; at worst, is it 
used to defend against a perceived existential threat, 
to their very survival in the world.        

In reconsidering her experience of family members 
(as well as clients) who use the Internet to cope, Lucy 
notes:   

Lucy: I think this… this collecting and searching… 
collecting and searching… collecting and 
searching... as if this site… or this piece of 
information is not soothing… but it’s the search… it’s 
the search that does the soothing… it’s the search 
that distracts from the discomfort the most… So the 
search is actually the addiction… not the finding of 
[content] (16.20 – 16.23) 

Lucy: So I hadn’t thought that before. It’s like 
searching for the home. [  ] Yes.  And a final resting 
place, yes? (17.7 – 17.17) 

Other therapists report similar findings. In discussing 
clients that use the Internet to find actual sexual 
partners, Jack notes: 

Jack: [  ] it’s not just a question of going on a 
supermarket website and choosing someone, you 
know.  There’s a kind of excitement to the process of 
the choosing.  So there’s something in that process 
which matters in itself.  (30.2 – 30.6) 

However, with other clients, the ‘searching as 
soothing’ function is not so clear cut: 

Jack: So there is a kind of drilling process and 
accessing porn where men seem to be looking for 
the specific right image, or the right video or 
whatever it is, and so trawling through material and 
then diving deeper into stuff that kind of hooks them 
more… (5.21 – 5.23) 

For other clients the Internet serves as a coping 
mechanism to reconnect with ‘deadened’ parts of 
their personality. In recounting her experience of 
working with clients who have survived childhood 
neglect, resulting from living in a home environment 
with a depressed parent(s), Lucy notices how the 
child learns to cope:   

Lucy: [T]hey learn this passivity and stillness… [  ]  
the only stimulation that they can… that they cope 
with, is this boxed in stimulation there. Not with 
people, [no] contact around, yes? (18.12 – 18.14) 

After ‘boxing in’ and deadening stimulation, the 
Internet become the safest way to access, tolerate 
and manage their feelings. Conversely however, for 
many of Kam’s Internet gaming addicted clients the 
computer become a place to cope with the seemingly 
intolerable feelings that can emerge off-line. Rather 
that the Internet being a medium to access feelings, 
it functions as a vehicle to avoid or cope with 
unpleasant feelings:   

Kam: … you notice the shitty world you live in... [  ] 
And then you tend to want to go to the computer to 
forget. (19.4 – 19.7) 

Power, Control & Domination  

Power, control and domination were recurrent 
themes within and across cases. Participants noted 
the significance these themes have in terms of 
defining a user’s Internet addiction, and the function 
the Internet serves in meeting their perceived need 
for power and control.  This was a par t icular  
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characteristic of Internet gaming addiction, where the 
Internet served to apparently reconcile the power 
imbalances that develop between family members.  

Kam: You can be strong and you can fight back... [  
] And also... a place where you can be good. [  ] 
Because often, it has become a problem in school... 
that you don’t achieve in school.   But in the games 
you can achieve. (5.12 – 5.19) 

The results suggest the need for a sense of power 
and control was also found in users attracted to other 
sub-types of Internet addiction.  Similar dynamics 
were found underpinning cyber-sex addictions: 

Jack: And I suppose it’s something about I cannot 
tolerate difficult feelings or complexity in a 
relationship, so what I do is I access porn where I can 
have something but not the others… what can I 
have?  Physiological relief, I suppose, a sense of 
potency. [  ] A lot of porn is about power and control, 
without having to pick up the complexity of 
relationships. (13.18 – 14.2) 

Intimacy & Relationship Difficulties 

The function and features of power and control, 
within IA, overlap with another pervasive theme of 
intimacy and relationship difficulties. I would like to 
highlight an interesting power and control dynamic 
within Dora’s clinical experience. In working with 
disaffected young mothers, primarily in an off-line 
group format, she works simultaneously with the 
same clients in an on-line Internet ‘chat room’. Dora 
has noted how her clients will communicate more 
freely with her group members on-line:  It would 
appear, in these instances, for these clients, the 
Internet can serve as a mechanism to control the 
amount of intimacy, much like a volume dial on a 
radio.   

Dora: You’re there in real life, and I just think, So 
you’re hiding on purpose, knowingly.  And yearning 
for intimacy... Why (laughs). I couldn’t guess as to 
why. [  ] My guess is it’s less scary somehow.  (12.10-
12.15) 

Jack reflects on a similar pattern: 

Jack: There might be some kind of relational 
difficulty or something like that and then the belief will 
be something like, “Nobody meets my needs, and I 
can’t tolerate that or ask for what I want”, and there 
will be a discount at that moment… [  ] And so then, 
what he’ll do is, he’ll access pornography to meet his 
needs. (26.12 – 26.19) 

Escapism 

It can be argued that escapism is another form of 
coping. Certainly, within these findings, there is a 
degree of overlap between all of the higher-order 
concepts. For instance, Jack notes, “A lot of porn is 
about power and control, without having to pick up 
the complexity of relationships” (14.1). Clearly, this 
data speaks to at least two higher-order concepts. 
However, given its repeated emergence as a term or 
concept, frequently and explicitly used by 75% of the 
sample, it warrants a particular focus. 

Jack: So people use laptops for work… [  ] with the 
flick of a switch, they can then access porn at the 
same time.  So I think there’s something about that 
switch between work salient distress, you know, 
something linked to their work that is salient, and 
then moving into this [virtual] world…(22.6- 22.11).  

Jack: Choosing not to think, which is a massive 
one. [  ] So I think, in the process it’s that huge thing 
about choosing not to think and running away, you 
know.  (37.4 – 37.12). 

Kam:  It becomes also a place where you can be 
imaginatory.  You can have the family that you want.  
You can play games where you can be the father or 
where you can be whatever you want. (5.6 – 5.9) 

Kam defines how he understands Internet use as 
different from other forms of escapism:  

I mean... it’s a lack of something when you drink too 
much, or when you are addicted to drugs also... but 
the difference here... is your experience… This 
drug... this Internet drug... it’s a slow drug... You can 
sit there and time stops to exist.  (7.3 – 7.5) 

It’s only when you stop playing. [  ] that you notice 
the shitty world you live in... [  ] And then you tend to 
want to go to the computer to forget. (19.2 – 19.7) 

Lucy: And I’ve seen that with clients and I also see 
that in myself, too [  ]  it’s like the (Internet) search 
that it causing me to forget about my own stuff, my 
own feelings, my own process, yes? (17.10 – 17.12) 

Treatment  

Methods, Techniques & Style 

The theme concerning method, technique and style 
of the therapist emerged across every case. This is 
not surprising given that my semi-structured 
interview was partly informed by predetermined 
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questions concerning the therapist experience and 
understanding of how therapist participants work 
with people struggling with internet related problems.  
A common, clinical perspective began to emerge 
across participants, whereby the ‘Internet addiction’ 
was treated as symptomology.  

Jack: And you know, it’s just a presenting issue.  
That’s why I find it very kind of unthreatening.  So it’s 
just another one on the list isn’t it... like alcohol, this 
or that or…. I use porn or something like that… and 
it’s like… Well, that doesn’t particularly interest me, 
you know, it’s the root cause… (19.11 – 19.14) 

Kam: I mean, as I said before... now it’s Internet... it 
could have been something else. 14.20 

Lucy: I guess I come at it from a different lens… a 
different perspective.  To me, whatever the addiction 
is… whether it’s Internet addiction or drugs or alcohol 
or whatever… [  ] For me, that’s the solution.  So I 
don’t actually explore and… I don’t make that my 
focus. [  ] my focus is… [  ] The Child (ego state) and 
the attachment needs inside the client. (9.17 – 10.5) 

Each of the quotes capture the therapists’ 
understanding of Internet addiction as 
symptomology of an underlying “root cause”, the 
implication being that the Internet is the clients’ 
addiction of choice. Whilst acknowledging the 
addiction as a “presenting problem”, the therapists’ 
treatment direction involves a shifting focus towards, 
for example, the developmental attachment deficits 
of the client.  

Lucy: I think, that if someone chooses the Internet, 
then it tells me that they’re… em… (pauses)... I can’t 
think of the word… something about their inter-
relational process… that contact in relationship is 
very, very difficult. So that… that… as soon as 
somebody says that, then I know that… em… I will 
attune to their capacity to be in relationship, which 
may be a momentary contact, eye contact or looking. 
You know, that kind of stuff. [  ] So, I will evaluate as 
I go, I will sense, you know, how… how much contact 
they can sustain. (12.11 – 12.19) 

Lucy will attune to the developmental “attachment 
needs inside the client, informed by an ongoing 
process of feedback and evaluation based on 
relational and behavioural observations within the 
relationship.  With a keen focus on relational working, 
Lucy will extensively employ the services of 
metaphor in aiding her understanding of working with 
the client: 

Lucy: It’s engaging with somebody’s Child (ego 
state), but through the third person as it were, 
through the metaphor (14.21) 

Lucy: The visuals that I get is… thinking about [  ] 
It’s like the equine therapy… [  ] he waits for the horse 
to come to him, by being on side.  So you are not 
confronting… (14.3 – 14.6)  

It is not clear whether this is done explicitly, by 
sharing the metaphor with the client, or whether it is 
simply using a technique that enables her to 
personally connect with the vulnerability of the client.  

Lucy will also use metaphor as a means by which 
she enters and understands the transference in her 
therapeutic relationships.  By using her own counter-
transferential response as a therapeutic tool to 
“attune” to her clients’ developmental attachment 
deficits, she can then moderate the levels of intimacy 
she provides.   

Jack’s approach would largely incorporate cognitive 
behavioural interventions, including working with the 
client in “heightening” their awareness of triggers, 
and exploring their dysfunctional beliefs:   

Jack: [T]here’s a trigger of which we make a 
meaning which is then not accurate.  So it’s meaning-
making. (35.21)  

Jack: …so then really heightening that 
interpretation of that thinking.  (36.6) 

By working with clients in identifying the unhelpful 
beliefs they hold, and the affect this has on their 
emotional and physiological states, Jack will guide 
them through a process of assessing the “validity” of 
their beliefs, followed by a series of interventions that 
aim to support the client in identifying healthier ways 
of meeting their needs. 

Like Lucy, Dora’s treatment focus is on the relational 
components of the relationship.  “Well, I have a great 
nuance to people’s Child (ego state). So I would want 
to find out where that got missed somewhere.” 
(20.15) By working with the client in locating the 
source of the developmental attachment deficits, the 
focus can then shift towards supporting the client in 
the therapeutic healing process.  In this quest, both 
Dora and Kam would employ a group therapy 
modality.  By way of reaching those clients that 
spend an “inordinate” amount of time on-line, Dora 
had set-up a forum where group members could 
interact. However, Dora seems confused and / or 
conflicted about her role within the on-line facet: 
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Dora: I didn’t want them to think that I was... em 
spying... I wanted them to know that I... and I put... 
you know, There’s been dreadful rain. Remember 
everyone to bring your wellies or whatever...  I put 
functional stuff on there.  Here and now stuff on 
there.  So they know I’m there. (13.10 – 13.14) 

Kam sees his clients in groups, as individuals (the 
addicted user), and with their parents, and also 
works with parents alone. 

Kam: (T)he family is a family, and the family has a 
process, I mean it’s also a way of saying and making 
it clear that the client is not the problem.  The system 
is the problem and we work with the system. (13.5 – 
13.7) 

In working predominantly with the family as a 
“system”, he works creatively, flexibly and 
“intuitively”, and does not adhere to a specific 
treatment plan or protocol. For Kam, Internet 
addiction in a result of dysfunction with the family 
system, although he recognises that patterns in the 
way he works have emerged which would suggest a 
familiar treatment direction. Like Jack, he finds 
himself working with dysfunctional beliefs in the early 
stages of therapy, at the cognitive level:  

Kam: And it’s also a lot of decontaminations.  
Because the bad memory often becomes a 
contamination...[  ]  I am ugly...or I am outside, I am 
not one of the others...or stuff like that... (11.21 – 
12.7) 

At the same time, treatment interventions will involve 
reappraising the quality of the life the young and 
addicted Internet gamer is experiencing, and Kam 
will invite these clients to hone their focus on a richer 
and more fulfilling experience.  

Vulnerability & Safety of the Therapist 

Throughout three of the participant interviews, the 
theme concerning the vulnerability and safety of the 
therapist became apparent. Within each case 
analysis they had emerged under different headings, 
i.e. how I had labelled them at the time of analysis: 
impact on therapist and safety, therapist vulnerability 
and challenges, and therapist as a person. The 
results are presented here under the composite 
heading, vulnerability and safety of the therapist.   

It has been noted earlier how Jack often understands 
Internet addiction as an obsessive compulsive 
disorder (OCD); he highlights the caution necessarily 
involved in his working with those afflicted.  

Jack: [Y]ou know, people kill themselves on the 
back of it quite often… that we need a very, very 
specific kind of treatment methodology and 
conceptualization… [  ] And I kind of see porn, 
Internet porn usage, as kind of in and around that in 
some way. (18.12 – 18.20) 

He also emphasises the dangers of providing 
interventions that are not evidence-based. Given the 
intense personal investment involved in working 
psycho-dynamically, perhaps it also feels safer for 
Jack to work at a cognitive-behavioural level, in an 
attempt to avoid personally processing the meaning 
of transferences, at the experiential level: 

Jack: I think often people are really struggling with 
a lot of shame and I get very bored with that…[  ] It’s 
like I kind of… the way… I feel a bit like a Goulding 
[a therapist that works ‘outside’ of the transference] 
in some way, you know.  Like your pathology bores 
me… it doesn’t… I’m not too worried about it… you 
know… and I’ve seen it and heard it all.   And I kind 
of feel like… I’m sure I haven’t… but I kind of feel like 
I almost have… (28.12 – 28.19) 

The above quote would suggest that Jack is 
experiencing some inner conflict around the familiar 
feelings that emerge in his therapeutic relationships.  

Lucy’s approach to working with clients often 
involves ‘stepping into’ the transference: 

Lucy: it [working with Internet addicted clients] 
triggers stuff for me, because I had the experience in 
childhood, not of… not so much of trauma and 
chaos, although there was chaos... but of non-
contact. My mother is schizophrenic so I didn’t have 
enough contact. (8.6 – 8.8) 

Lucy: Sometimes I’m left… transferentially with 
some of the deadness and the flattening. [  ]  Em… 
Sometimes I experience being rendered passive in 
the room. (22.10 -22.13) 

She recognises her own pro-active counter-
transference (i.e. what she projects into the world 
from her past, her presuppositions), resulting from a 
lack of psychological and physical contact from a 
schizophrenic mother. The following quote illustrates 
how Lucy skilfully “guards” against working in the 
transference, because of her own “live material”, and 
instead will mindfully work with the transference: 

Lucy: With those kind of clients… em… in my 
experience… the way that I work with them at this 
current period in time, is that I will work with the 
transference but I will guard against going into it. [  ] 
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Because I think that I have my own live material, 
em… I was quite abusive to my son when he was 
growing up.  I was a single parent and I think there’s 
a part of him that still wants to “Fuck off his Mum”… 
As well as me… em… [I’m] probably still needing to 
do that with… my Dad, actually. I don’t know 
actually… I think maybe… yes… actually I hadn’t 
thought of that before… If I get to grips with the stuff 
with my dad probably my son will feel more free than 
me, but anyway.  Yes.  So I will have the ability to 
shut down and be strong.  I will deliberately ‘Be 
Strong’ around that kind of client. So that they are… 
like they are… it’s like they are hitting off of me. (24.2 
-24.13) 

Support for the Therapist 

Receiving appropriate supervision for Internet 
addiction work can be a challenge within itself:  

Dora: And I have to say that, as a therapist, I’ve 
struggled to... I’ve struggled... I feel like I’ve struggled 
to get the level of support by way of supervision [  ] 
commensurate with the stuff that I’m dealing with. 
(25.7 – 25.12)  

Dora: [The] supervision that I have is more 
concerned with the outcome (25.16) 

Dora is clear as to what she needs in supervision, 
somebody to help her “recognise and monitor” client 
material, as well as the provision of empathy and 
emotional support for her, as a therapist, as a 
person.  Without the appropriate level of supervisory 
support the vulnerability of the therapist and that of 
the client will remain in jeopardy. Dora notes that to 
support the therapist as an effective provider of 
treatment to people struggling with Internet 
addiction, supervision is just part of the “scaffolding” 
of support: 

Dora: ...as long as you have the scaffolding, ethics, 
supervision, therapy... the things that are there for 
this reason.  If you’ve got the scaffolding, within that, 
you can be creative. (15.7 – 15.9) 

Kam adds ‘research’ to the “scaffolding” of support: 

Kam: But I don’t have years of science to rest the 
work on.  And that makes it frustrating. (15.21 – 
15.22) 

Kam: …many of those services are funded by the 
gaming industry. So there are not much research that 
are... free from funding (16.10) 

To Kam, the source of his ‘frustration’ at not feeling 
supported by research is that the studies that do 
exist, concerning Internet gaming, are heavily funded 
by the gaming industry, exposing a conflict of 
interests. What Kam seems to be inferring is that 
research questions, and research designs, are 
biased and that there would be little motivation to 
publish controversial findings. When research is 
conducted purely in the interests of clinical curiosity, 
and without political bias, organisations can turn a 
‘blind eye’. At least this was Jack’s experience, after 
conducting a substantial piece of clinical research 
into Internet pornography addiction:         

Jack: And they couldn’t hold it in any way… 
because that’s not an NHS problem…we don’t have 
lads coming to their GP saying, “I can’t stop 
wanking”, kind of thing.  So then there could not be a 
conceptualization, which I thought was really 
interesting. [  ] So, it’s something political in it about 
we see what we want to see and we don’t see what 
we… So I suppose what I would say is my private 
practice is full of this... full of it… like a real 
percentage of my number of clients I see is this…You 
know, like… I don’t know 17% or 20% or something.  
But then in the NHS I see clients all the time, three 
days a week, and it never appears. [  ] Em… it’s 
clearly not… I dunno…. not debilitating enough or 
something, politically. [  ] It’s not pathological enough 
or something… but it really, really distresses 
people… [  ] It really distresses people doesn’t it?  I 
don’t know what your experience is, but you know, 
really, really distressed. (42.3 – 43.2) 

In this instance, the NHS Trust he was employed by 
would not “hold” his paper, and its findings. Jack 
identifies this as a “political problem” given his own 
experience of working with individuals presenting to 
his private practice with Internet pornography 
addiction (“17% - 20%”), compared to his experience 
of working within NHS services, where “it never 
appears”.  

Limitations 
A number of methodological considerations emerged 
as a result of this study. 

The methodological approach chosen for this 
study enabled a rigorous exploration of the 
experiences and understanding of therapists working 
with clients struggling with Internet addiction; the 
idiographic approach of IPA is ideally suited for 
“scoping out” novel areas of research. However, 
because of the idiographic approach it is not possible 
to simply generalise the findings from this particular 
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study to all therapists working with Internet addiction. 
Instead, the aim of the study was to focus on the 
idiosyncratic nature of the experience and 
understanding of psychotherapists working from a 
specific modality, which might have otherwise been 
overseen within positivist approaches. Thus, the 
unique and contextualised experience of particular 
therapists in particular circumstances is of 
paramount ontological concern (Smith, 1996; 
Jarman, Smith & Walsh, 1997; Smith, Flowers & 
Larkin, 2009). 

A small sample was purposefully chosen (Smith, 
Flowers & Larkin, 2009), and recruited through the 
European Association of Transactional Analysis 
(EATA). It is therefore probable that this research 
only captures the understanding and experiences of 
therapists with a pre-existing interest and expertise 
in the area I have chosen to study.  

Measures were taken to select a fairly 
homogeneous sample (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 
2009, p. 48) in terms of professional competence and 
transactional analysis as the main approach. The 
requirement that participants also regard themselves 
as integrative may account for the radical differences 
that emerged between them. 

In terms of cultural context, three of the participants 
were born, raised, and developed their therapeutic 
careers chiefly in the UK, whilst the fourth participant 
has lived and worked in Germany all of his life.  
Findings, therefore, may also reflect differences from 
having been brought up in different cultural contexts. 
It is also important to note that whist proficient in 
speaking English, the German participant was not 
interviewed in his mother-tongue (i.e. German), 
which may have influenced his and my 
understanding and interpretation of questions and 
responses. 

Personal experiences of addiction were not 
addressed directly.  Whereas participants were very 
forthcoming about their clinical experiences; only two 
gave personal accounts of their own experience of 
addiction, and how this impacts on their practice. It 
might have been useful to have explicitly enquired 
into therapists’ personal relationship with addiction. 
As it transpired all therapists within the sample 
believed that “we are all addicts” to some degree.  

It is important to consider researcher theoretical 
and philosophical stance, especially so given the 
interpretative, double-hermeneutic nature of the IPA 
methodology (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009). It is 
inevitable that this will have influenced data 
interpretation, despite my best efforts to bracket 

(Husserl 1970) this experience and understanding.  I 
found it helpful to remind myself that I am an 
experienced therapist, and have undertaken many 
years of personal therapy. This has helped me, as 
much as it can, heighten my skills at ‘reading’ my 
own counter-transference, and ‘containing’ it (even 
though, of course, this is never entirely possible). 
With the help of my personal journal, close 
supervision and audits by colleagues, I have felt 
relatively confident that I have taken sufficient steps 
towards appropriately bracketing (and embracing) 
my own particular views, and therefore centre-
grounding the experience of my participants.  

Whilst conducting the interviews, I became aware of 
dynamics and processes unfolding between myself, 
as interviewer, and the participants. It became clear 
that this information was vital, as it served to provide 
even richer insights into the participants’ 
phenomenological experience and understanding of 
Internet addiction.  However, it may also have 
impacted on the results.  

The first of these was the level of personal 
disclosure. Participants shared that in many cases 
they were aware that their own experiences 
impacted on their work, such as their own seeking 
sexualised chat through the internet, being raised by 
a schizophrenic mother, or surviving in children’s 
homes as a teenage prostitute. 

Another factor was the parallel process (Cornell & 
Landaiche, 2006) of which I became aware of during 
the interviews.  As an experienced 
psychodynamically trained psychotherapist I could 
not help but notice (along with some of my 
participants) the powerful dynamics at play as 
experience and understanding of Internet addiction 
were discussed.  These represented another rich 
layer of data concerning what it is like to work with 
Internet addicted clients.  For example, an intriguing 
insight into the unfolding parallel process occurring 
between myself and Jack arose following a 
discussion exploring the predominantly cognitive-
behavioural way in which he believes he works with 
his clients. The more he reflected on his therapeutic 
work with men addicted to Internet pornography use, 
the more he realised he does in fact also work in a 
very relational and existential manner. 

Whilst accounting early developmental factors, 
Jack’s sentences became fragmented, and 
punctuated with pauses. He realises that he has 
flitted across various theories, explanations, and 
treatment interventions, and feels “all over the 
place”. At this stage I feel a very strong urge to 
‘rescue’ him from feeling “all over the place”, and in 
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attending to my growing anxiety I decide to share that 
this is my first research interview for this study. 
Perhaps feeling more contained within the interview 
process, Jack now develops a better understanding 
of his experience within the interview.  Jack’s insight 
and sense-making of his experience in the 
transference, and my impulse to ‘rescue’ the “unheld 
baby” would appear to neatly capture some of the 
“really complex” dynamics that occur between 
himself and his Internet pornography addicted 
clients. At the level of treatment, Jack also concludes 
that a purely cognitive-behavioural problem-solving 
approach is not sufficient in accounting or attending 
to early attachment deficits that are often the source 
of Internet addiction. 

As another example, within my interview with Lucy I 
noticed many examples of parallel processes within 
the interview.  Lucy uses her own counter-
transference to attune to her clients’ struggle to 
regulate affect, and the personal challenges that 
poses for her.  My experience of being in the 
interview felt very much like “we’re finding our own 
water-level together”. Like Lucy’s experience of 
being with her clients, at times I feel “pushed away” 
by her, wondering maybe I have got “too close” too 
soon.  I believe that, at this early stage in the 
interview, I have understood, and counter-
transferentially received (at the level of affect), what 
it feels like for her in working with her Internet 
addicted clients.  Later, I experience a particularly 
powerful sense of understanding the dynamics 
unfolding between Lucy and I, and therefore the 
ambivalence to connect she reports in her work with 
her clients.  It is not just a part of Lucy that is 
“desperate for contact and connection” with her 
clients; Lucy is also met by a similar ambivalence 
within her clients. 

In a recent IPA study by Westland and Shinebourne 
(2009) exploring self-deception and the therapist, the 
experiences and understandings of therapists 
working with clients they describe as “self-deceptive” 
was explored. The writers conclude their findings 
with the following insights: therapist experience 
feelings of discomfort, frustration and anger, and a 
sense of incompetence when working with such 
clients; and that there was “some awareness of the 
possibility of the therapist’s own self-deception” (p. 
398). The Westland and Shinebourne (2009) 
findings are of particular interest, given the findings I 
have just discussed regarding parallel process, as it 
would seem plausible that parallel processes could 
have emerged within the interviews with the 
researchers. Such parallel processes can provide a 
rich layer of data when exploring phenomenological 
concerns, although they may also be a limitation in 

terms of the impact on the researcher’s ability to 
analyse data. 

Conclusion 
The study has sought to answer the question, “What 
is the transactional analyst psychotherapists’ 
experience and understanding of working with clients 
who present with Internet related problems?” Four 
higher-order concepts emerged within this study. 
They concerned participant understanding and 
experience (and interviewer interpretation) of the 
complexity of Internet addiction (IA), aetiological and 
predisposing factors, functions and features of IA, 
and treatment factors. The findings spoke of the 
therapists’ perceptions of the functions, features and 
factors of Internet addiction, based upon their 
experience of working with clients struggling with this 
phenomenon. Key conclusions and recommend-
ations have been as follows.  

The Internet was understood by participants as a 
conduit or medium for addiction. They perceived 
there to be evident a high prevalence of an 
underlying or pre-existing ‘disorder’, and especially 
features associated with depression or obsessive 
compulsive disorder. 

All of the participants believed in the existence of 
childhood aetiological roots which underpinned 
comorbidity with Internet addiction. They believed 
that attachment difficulties in childhood would often 
predispose individuals to issues around loneliness, 
low self-esteem, control, loss and instability, and 
cognitive dissonance later in life.   

Participants held the belief that clients presenting 
with Internet addiction used the Internet as a coping 
mechanism, or a device to escape the world. 
Typically, therapists’ clients would struggle with 
intimacy and experience relationship difficulties. 

Participants understood that clients with a history of 
depression or low mood would often use the Internet 
to access repressed feelings. They often 
experienced a relationship manifested between 
depression, low self-esteem and escapism which 
were specific and common factors that often 
contributed to the development of Internet addictions 
within their clients. 

A systematic review of existing research, and future 
quantitative studies, could specifically evaluate the 
strength of the relationship, noted by the participants, 
concerning depression, low-self-esteem, and 
escapism within Internet addicted clients. Further 
empirical research is particularly recommended to 
explore how these factors may predispose 
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individuals to developing sub-types of Internet 
addiction, and especially in the context of historic 
childhood abuse and / or neglect.  

Participants held the view that Internet addiction is 
inherently complex in nature, and its aetiology is not 
so clear, and therefore requires a high level of skill 
from the therapist wishing to work with such client 
symptoms. Knowledge, skill and expertise could be 
developed further in specific trainings concerning 
childhood attachment difficulties. Integrating a 
psychodynamic approach, or being aware of 
transference processes, is likely to enhance 
treatment effectiveness, and would help safeguard 
both clients and therapists from counter-therapeutic 
interventions. 

Conducting an interpretive phenomenological 
analysis study demands a very high degree of 
personal and professional investment. I noted above 
the importance, significance and challenge of 
‘bracketing’. As experienced as I consider myself to 
be as a therapist, the challenge to contain my 
preconceptions, presumptions and counter-
transferential reactions will remain.  One of the key 
concepts that emerged within the study concerned 
the complexity and confusion surrounding Internet 
addiction. Immersing myself in the confused and / or 
confusing ‘worlds’ of the participants in exploring 
their confused experiences and understanding 
required a great deal of resilience and personal self-
awareness. The picture is further complicated by my 
finding that childhood disaffection and insecure 
attachment often underpin Internet addiction, which 
could feed into the parallel process. Research into 
IPA researcher anxiety tolerance would be a 
fascinating endeavour, especially with those that are 
whole-heartedly and thoroughly invested in the 
process.  

Dr Matthew Shorrock is a Provisional Teaching & 
Supervising Transactional Analyst (Psychotherapy) 
and Chartered Counselling Psychologist, and can be 
contacted on info@themindinstitute.at  

He submitted the material on which this work is 
based as a thesis to the University of Manchester 
School of Education as part of the Professional 
Doctorate in Counselling Psychology/ 
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