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SEVERAL THINGS PROMPTED me to write this article. 
The first was reading a book that had been reviewed in 
the winter issue of the Transactional Analyst, 12(1). The 

book was called People’s Games (50 Years Later) (D’Amanti, 
undated) and I was disappointed to see that it still included the 
objectionable names such as ‘Rapo’ (albeit that she had sug-
gested we call it ‘Tell Me You Like Me – Tell Me You Want Me’), 
Wooden Leg and Now I’ve Got You (Son of a Bitch). Plus in the 
same issue, there was an article with Wooden Leg in the title, 
albeit that it was pleading for us to re-think how the ‘TA canon’ 
regards dis/ability. I have been suggesting changing the names 
of these games for nearly 30 years (Hay, 1993, 1995). This in 
turn prompted me to recall that in 2005 Graham Barnes (2004) 
was given the Eric Berne Memorial Award for pointing out that 
Berne believed that homosexuality was a game, with no account 
taken of the reality of the consequences of the cultural context.  

Another prompt was recent correspondence with Steve Karp-
man, who agreed with me that his drama triangle should not 
be applied to war. This interchange was prompted by an article 
(Schneider, 2022) that did exactly that by using it to analyse 
the story of Exodus in the Bible. This and other instances of 
colleagues suggesting we use TA to analyse the current war that 
Russia is waging on Ukraine reminded me of how several years 
ago some colleagues issued a manifesto in which they sug-
gested that politicians and refugees were playing psychological 
games – with no apparent recognition that it is not psychological 
to be bombed. Linking difference with war was done by Aiken 
(1976) when he pointed out that telling gay and lesbian people 
they were playing ‘Kick Me’ when they were harassed was like 
saying the Jews were playing a game with Hitler.

The events with the manifesto and several other incidents 
had prompted me (Hay, 2021) to write an article about TAMED 
- the TA Myth of Explanatory Depth – and this described a 
dynamic observed within the TA community of using TA theory 
to provide a psychological explanation to events as an alter-
native to accounting for what is happening in reality. In other 
words, within the TA community we are too quick to label people 
as playing psychological games when the facts indicate that 
what is happening involves much more than a switch when the 
ulterior transaction moves to the social level.

What follows here is a brief ‘narrative review’ of the TA 
literature about some aspects of games, interspersed with my 
‘critiques’ where I invite you to think about whether the theo-
ry should be applied to anyone who is physically/biologically 

different, or is raped or bombed. We do not have game names 
such as Volcano or Earthquake so why do we still have Rapo 
and Wooden Leg?

Game definitions and the ‘Formula’
Berne (1958) wrote that a game ‘may be defined as a recurring 
series of transactions, often repetitive, superficially rational, 
with a concealed motivation or more colloquially, a series of 
operations with a “gimmick.”’ (p152 in Berne, 1977, which was 
a republication of the 1958 article). He had already explained 
that operations were short sets of ongoing transactions and 
had commented that a series of operations constitutes a game. 
A couple of years later he (Berne, 1961) explained that ‘the 
word “gimmick” is particularly appropriate to games. Its original 
technical meaning referred to a device placed behind the Wheel 
of Fortune so that the operator could stop it in order to prevent 
the player from winning. Thus it is the hidden snare which is 
controlled by the operator and assures him of an advantage in 
the payoff. It’s the “con” that leads to the “sting.”’ (p156).

A few years later still, Berne (1964) produced the book 
Games People Play, in which he defined a game as ‘an ongoing 
series of complementary ulterior transactions progressing to a 
well-defined, predictable outcome.  Descriptively it is a recurring 
set of transactions, often repetitious, superficially plausible, with 
a concealed motivation; or, more colloquially, a series of moves 
with a snare, or “gimmick”.’  (p44).  He differentiated games 
from procedures, rituals and pastimes by their ulterior quality 
and the payoff, adding that every game is basically dishonest 
and the outcome is dramatic rather than merely exciting.  He 
added that a game looks like a set of operations superficially but 
that it becomes clear after the pay off that the operations were 
really manoeuvres.

Dusay (1967) subsequently explained that hidden, dou-
ble-level transactions give rise to games, and that ‘a game has 
three specific parts: first, there is an orderly series of transac-
tions; second, there is a gimmick (which means that the transac-
tions are double-levelled and one level is hidden from the other); 
and third, there is a pay off.  Nothing else satisfies the definition 
of a game for a transactional analyst.’ (p306). 

Writing particularly about sexual games, Berne (1970) pro-
vided the formula for games as: Con + Gimmick = Response 
- Switch - Payoff, using an example of a woman asking her 
doctor whether she will ever get better and then putting the 
doctor down when he says that she will.  Berne explains that the 

Game changing dynamics

 

Julie Hay continues to critique the anachronistic and unacceptable use of names for  

psychological games and inappropriate application of the theory 

Original title was Wars, Rapes and Differences are not Psychological Games  © 2022 Julie Hay 
    The short link for the List of Game Names on page 45 is https://juliehay.org/gamenames



New writing

THE TRANSACTIONAL ANALYST SUMMER 2022  43

‘Martian’ translation indicates that the con is apparent flattery 
and asking for help and the gimmick is the recipient’s feeling of 
power. 

By the time of his last book, published posthumously, Berne 
(1972), added the moment of crossup into the formula and 
described games as if one player initiates and the other is the 
‘mark’.  He wrote that ‘Games are sets of ulterior transactions, 
repetitive in nature, with a well-defined psychological payoff.  
Since an ulterior transaction means that the agent pretends to 
be doing one thing while he is really doing something else, all 
games involve a con. But a con only works if there is a weak-
ness it can hook into, a handle or “gimmick” to get hold of in the 
respondent, such as fear, greed, sentimentality, or irritability.  
After the “mark” is hooked, the player pulls some sort of switch 
in order to get his payoff. The switch is followed by a moment 
of confusion or crossup while the mark tries to figure out what 
has happened to him. Then both players collect their payoffs as 
the game ends. The payoff, which is mutual, consists of feelings 
(not necessarily similar) which the game arouses in both the 
agent and the respondent. Unless a set of transactions has 
these four features, it is not a game – that is, the transactions 
must be ulterior so that there is a con, and the con must be 
followed by a switch, a crossup, and a payoff. This can be repre-
sented by a formula:  C + G = R – S – X – P (Formula G). C+G 
means that the con hooks into a gimmick, so that the respond-
ent responds (R). The player then pulls the switch (S), and that 
is followed by a moment of confusion or crossup (X), after which 
both players collect their payoffs (P).  Whatever fits this formula 
is a game, and whatever does not fit it is not a game.’ (pp23-24). 

I have included the rather long quotation above from Berne 
because I think it makes it fairly clear that, although he wrote 
that the grimmest game is War in 1964, his definitions, descrip-
tions and examples are all about what happens between people 
in their day-to-day interactions.

Degrees of Games
Berne (1961), described the degrees of games, with the first de-
gree being socially acceptable, the second degree being some-
thing you conceal from public view, and then jumping to the third 
degree as ending ‘in the surgery, the court room or the morgue’ 
(p57). This seems a huge jump from closing the windows so 
that the neighbours will not hear you having an argument, to 

being physically or legally attacked or even killed. Apart from 
the potential differences in terms of surgery versus morgue, and 
court rooms ranging through community service, fines, proba-
tion, imprisonment or execution, I wonder about which level is 
involved when someone is dismissed from their job because of 
something they have done. 

A few years later, Berne (1970), wrote as if these degrees 
were stages, using more or less the same words as in 1961. 
He added that Rapo is played most often by women and that 
the first degree is a dry game of Flirtation with the switch being 
‘that’s as far as it goes, for now at least’ and a payoff of good 
feelings; the second degree as a switch of ‘I’m not that kind of 
girl’ and a payoff for the woman of gratification and spite and for 
the man to feel rejected and depressed; third-degree is a false 
cry of Rape with a payoff of justification and spite for the woman 
and potentially a life ruined for the man. This attitude seems to 
have been echoed by Zechnich (1973), who commented that 
several ordinary games can be good games in their first-degree 
form, such as first-degree Rapo being enjoyable if both parties 
are aware of what they are doing.

As Barnes (2004) pointed out, there was similar thinking 
about difference when Berne (1964) wrote about a game called 
Homosexuality under the heading of the game he called Per-
version. Barnes summarises that ‘homosexuality was masking 
paranoia in Berne’s view, for Berne the homosexual was hiding 
the Child ego state. Thus, what happened in the two stages 
of Berne’s psychotherapy was that in stage two, the idea of 
homosexuality began to disappear.  What homosexuality was 
covering – paranoia – might still have to be struggled with, but 
homosexuality itself had been annulled …’ (p139). 

In thinking about the degrees or stages of games, maybe we 
need to consider participants and consequences more when 
determining whether an interactive sequence is a game. Does 
a participant have the option to have avoided what is happen-
ing to them or is it related to some biological characteristic or 
where they live? Are the consequences what we would expect 
to happen to anyone who lived in what we imagine would be an 
OK-OK world?

Why we play Games
Berne (1961), introduced the ‘gains’ of game playing, explaining 
how a client had picked an autocratic husband who would pre-
vent her engaging in certain pursuits so that she received gains 
related to: phobic avoidances; being able to blame the other 
person; control of activities, such as sex life or getting gifts; 
time structuring to avoid intimacy and also providing a topic for 
pastiming; and biological stimulation and avoidance of isolation. 
For the husband, Berne suggested avoidance of sexual intimacy 
without loss of self-esteem by provoking rejection; being sadistic 
or counter-phobic; freedom to go to the hunting-lodge; pastiming 
of ‘Nobody understands women’; and the same biological gain.

Three years later, Berne (1964), changed gains to advantag-
es, omitted the control of activities or elicitation of concessions, 
and wrote of: external and internal psychological advantages 
– avoiding a feared situation and maintaining psychic economy; 
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ideology. . . .What happens often is that 
in our haste to make the world a better 
place we parentize theory, make it a rule, 
a morality, the way things really are. And 
then we require that everyone adhere to 
this theory.’                      Alan Jacobs 1977
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internal and external social advantages – structuring time and 
being able to pastime; biological – strokes; and existential – 
reinforcing our life position.

Dusay (1967) linked games to the importance of strokes, 
with negative strokes better than none, and to the advantage, 
or payoff, of obtaining reassurance of the correctness of an 
early decision. Games also mean that intimate, straightforward 
situations may be avoided.

Later, Berne (1970), suggested that the advantages of 
playing sexual games, based on the same categories, are: 
feelings like hate, spite, guilt, shame, etc; avoiding confronta-
tions, responsibilities and commitments; close enough to give 
the illusion of being part of the human race within a framework 
of pseudo-intimate socialising; something to gossip about; sat-
isfying stimulus, recognition and structure hunger, are more fun, 
and stimulate the metabolism; and existentially they go some 
way towards answering the questions of ‘Who am I?’, ‘What 
am I doing here?’  and ‘Who are all these others?’ and hence 
appear to confirm the answers to these that are contained within 
the person’s script.

I invite you to consider similar questions to that I suggested 
above when looking at the degrees of games, but now taking 
into account script. How much is the participant’s script impact-
ed upon by biological characteristics or where they live? Would 
they have developed the same script if they had grown up in 
what we imagine to be an OK-OK world? Are they just different 
biologically or unlucky in terms of location?

Roles in Games
In that first article, Berne (1958) described the roles as perse-
cutor, rescuer and ‘it’, adding that for ‘Alcoholic’ there needs 
to be a fourth player who is the dummy. Dusay (1967) added 
a fifth hand of source (of alcohol), with victim (it), persecu-
tor, rescuer (such as AA) and named dummy as patsy. After 
Karpman (1968), had introduced the initial capitals for Rescuer, 
Victim and Persecutor, Steiner (1971) suggested using It for the 
alcoholic, Patsy for the therapist and Connection for the source, 
in addition to Persecutor and Rescuer. In his final book, Berne 
(1972) reproduced Karpman’s (1968) drama triangle and wrote 
about the roles of Rescuer, Persecutor and Victim (now with 
initial capitals) and added the roles of Connection and Patsy. 
Previously, Berne (1966) had suggested roles for therapist of 
Phallus in Wonderland, Delegate, Smiling Rebel, Patient Clini-
cian, Jargon Juggler, Conservative, and Hypochondriac.

In their material on symbiosis, Schiff (1975) and collaborating 
authors referred to three types of redefining relationships, and 
about games and scripts as being acted out from six distinctive 
roles shown on a diagram they called the redefining hexagon. 
Although they referred to Rescuer, Persecutor and Victim, they 
also had roles on the hexagon of:  Hard Worker, Caretaker, 
Angry Righteous, Woeful Righteous, Angry Wrongdoer, and 
Woeful Wrongdoer. Summerton (1992, 1993) introduced what 
he called the game pentagon, changing the names for Karp-
man’s three roles and adding two more roles: Stage Manager, 
Spectator, Sniper, Saviour and Scapegoat.

So we have many labels for those involved in games. We 
also have the concept of those engaging in the game versus 
those seeing it happen. Clarkson (1987), proposed that the role 
of Bystander, or audience, needed to be added to the context 
of the drama triangle. She drew several semicircles below the 
triangle, which looked as if it could be the rows of seating for the 
audience at a theatre. However, the example Clarkson provided 
for this concept turned out to be a myth and we need to keep in 
mind whether anyone labelled as bystander can actually inter-
vene in what is happening.

Again, what is the biological status of one who might appear 
to occupy any of the game roles – are they physically or emo-
tionally strong enough to challenge the perpetrator? Might they 
appear to be the perpetrator because they are under orders 
from a more powerful perpetrator? Are they just unlucky in 
where they live?

Names of Games
In his 1958 article, Berne gave some names of what he said 
were common games: ‘How Am I Doing?’ ‘Uproar,’ ‘Alcoholic,’ 
‘P.T.A.’ ‘Ain’t It Awful?’ and ‘Schlemiel.’ (p.153). He later (Berne, 
1961) gave a more detailed description of ‘Why don’t you… 
Yes, but’ and mentioned other game names of ‘Wooden Leg’, 
‘You got me into this’, ‘There I go again’ and ‘Let’s you and him 
fight’, ‘Do Me Something’, ‘Harass‘, ‘You Got Yourself Into This’, 
‘The Stocking Game’, ‘Rapo’, ‘Now I’ve Got you Son of a Bitch’, 
‘Debtor’, ‘Creditor’, and ‘Courtier’.

In Games People Play, Berne (1964), provides details of a 
number of games under the headings of: life games, marital 
games, party games, sexual games, underworld games, con-
sulting room games and good games, adding that ‘Busman’s 
Holiday’ was really a pastime, and that ‘Homely Sage’ is more of 
a script than a game. 

Other game names mentioned by Berne include the Hen 
Game, Stickleback Game, Let’s Make Mother Sorry (Berne, 
1970), and Argentina (Berne, !972).  Other authors have 
suggested WOLF (Watch Out, Liars Fool You) (Zechnich, 
1968); Law and Order (Shaffer, 1970); Keep It Up Doc (KUID) 
(Groder, 1971); four good games of Ain’t It Wonderful, Further-
more, If It Weren’t For You, and Cops And Robbers (Zechnich, 
1973); I Can Beat You At Your Own Game, You-Son-Of-A-
Bitch (ICBYSOB), and Now I’ve Got You (Vinovich, 1973); the 
Parliamentary Game (Cameron, 1973); and Bystander games 
(Clarkson, 1993), such as It’s None Of My Business, It’s More 

‘Using the same names for roles with-
in first-degree and much more serious 
games minimises the impact – and it 
is clearly inappropriate to be using the 
same terms to talk about “real” victims, 
“real” persecutors and “real” rescuers.’



New writing

THE TRANSACTIONAL ANALYST SUMMER 2022  45

Complex Than It Seems, I Don’t Have All The Information, and 
I’m Only Following Orders.

I have started a collection of the names of games and wel-
come suggested additions or corrections – it is at https://www.
dropbox.com/s/quhc44rbl3oyc0r/Game%20Names%20Table.
docx?dl=0. 

Giving something a name leads people to believe that it 
really exists. Choosing a name that resembles something 
else, like rape, implies that there may not be much difference. 
Choosing bitch, son of and him reinforce sexist stereotypes. 
Schlemiel could be regarded as a game only played by Jewish 
people. Alcoholic and Perversion are clearly problematic. Even 
Busman’s Holiday is sexist. Using the same names for roles 
within first-degree and much more serious games minimises 
the impact – and it is clearly inappropriate to be using the same 
terms to talk about ‘real’ victims, ‘real’ persecutors and ‘real’ 
rescuers. Those who are victimised because of their biological 
characteristics, where they live, and even what has happened to 
them in the past, are not playing a game. Those who use their 
power to persecute others with tangible consequences rather 
than psychological, are not playing a game. Those who do their 
best to intervene and rescue victims are not playing a game.

Changing names
I began this article with comments about how in 1993 I suggest-
ed that we should no longer use names like Rapo and Bitch, 
and in 1995 I suggested the same about Wooden Leg. We have 
known for years that addiction is largely due to genetic predis-
positions, so need to stop referring to psychological games that 
imply people do not have such biological determinants.

I checked in the Transactional Analysis Journal (TAJ) and 
conclude that the Editors there operate the same as I do as 
Editor of the International Journal of Transactional Analysis 

Research & Practice (IJTARP). I had to search back to 2012 in 
the TAJ to find Rapo mentioned as the name of game (Macquet, 
2012). In the same year, Steiner (2012) also mentioned Rapo 
but only within a quote from Berne. Since then the only men-
tions are in Eusden and Pierini (2015)  where they wrote ‘some 
of the games and their names were clearly sexist…’ (p110); and 
in Mazzetti (2019) where he commented ‘… like the one Eric 
Berne (1964) titled a first-degree “Rapo,” although this term is 
rarely used these days’  (p189).

Within IJTARP, which began publication in 2009, Rapo ap-
peared as the name of a game, alongside Clown, within a table 

produced by an assessor of a client’s script (Johnsson, 2011) 
and then as an Editor’s Note within Lankton (2021) which read 
‘Berne used metaphorical names for games and some of these 
have become unacceptable nowadays. The author has there-
fore agreed that his material be amended so that NIGYSOB is 
renamed as Gotcha (Hay, 1993), Wooden Leg becomes Mill-
stone (Hay, 1995), and Rapo, which he had renamed as Buzz 
off Buster becomes Rebuff (Hay, 1993). We have also changed 
‘Let’s you and him fight’ to ‘you and them’ to avoid associating 
this game with one gender only. (p5).

I quote the words of Jacobs (1977), who wrote in his accept-
ance speech for the Eric Berne Memorial Award: ‘… the rela-
tionship between theory and ideology … What happens often is 
that in our haste to make the world a better place we parentize 
theory, make it a rule, a morality, the way things really are. And 
then we require that everyone adhere to this theory.’ (p13).

I conclude by inviting you to join me in challenging the way 
we name games; we do not have to use the names allocated 
so many years ago. Alternatively, maybe we just stop naming 
games and talk only about how we analyse the dynamics and 
the fabricated advantages.
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