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Responding in a mature way to common voices of the Child 

 

A simplified model was proposed by Eric Berne that is helpful in recognising, 

understanding and making constructive use of the voices from our past. It 

identifies three types of ‘voice’: those of Child, Parent, and Adult.  

The Child voices the attitudes, beliefs and emotions from our own childhood. 

The child within us is often the source of fun and of creativity. It can also voice 

the immature and unhelpful attitudes, beliefs and emotions from our childhood 

such as petulance or an excessive desire to please others.  

Here are five common voices of the child that can lead to problems in 

relationships. After each one you will find examples of mature responses to 

this voice. 

 

1. Mine’s better than yours.  

Children often compare their belongings with those of other children, insisting 

that they come off best—“I’ve got the biggest one”—and exaggerating its 

advantages “it takes 10 minutes to walk round my Dad’s car.” This voice can 

be heard when, as adults, we compare ourselves with others and emphasize 

how much better we are doing or insist on our superior equipment. Such 

comparisons often conceal underlying fears, and serve as a rather ineffective 

type of reassurance. The fears seem to reflect the assumption that if I am not 

the top dog then you will be, leaving me in danger of being trampled on, or of 

not being able to control what happens. This voice, when dominant, leaves us 

with an underlying bad feeling, not so very different from jealousy. 
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Examples of mature responses to this voice are: “There’s no need to be best” 

and “Who is to judge what is best anyway”. 

 

2. I want what you’ve got.  

Children are often jealous of each other’s possessions and become rapidly 

dissatisfied. One of the tasks of parenthood is to help children to learn to be 

satisfied with what they have rather than demanding the possessions of 

others. It is a difficult task, and few of us grow to be adults without this childish 

voice still making itself heard. 

You hear of a friend’s success, and instead of feeling happy for them it “gets 

to you.” Is this an echo of your child’s voice saying: “I want what you’ve got”? 

Perhaps you have observed in yourself, or seen in the behavior of others, the 

desire to have everything that others have, ranging from a newfangled bottle 

opener to the latest smart phone, to a new car.  

An example of a mature response to this voice is: “I am content with my 

possessions (or ability ..)” 

 

3. It’s not fair.  

This is seen in particularly powerful form between siblings. “You gave her a 

new drawing book, but you didn’t give me anything.” We can think, as we 

grow older, that this kind of rivalry with our brothers and sisters disappears, 

but it can come out in subtle and unrecognized ways. “It’s my turn to throw the 

party, chair the meeting, get on the housing committee.” “It’s your turn to sort 

out the wash, pay for the drinks, come out with my friends.” The feeling of 
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unfairness can be even more powerful when it is about time rather than 

belongings. 

An example of a mature response to this voice is: “I am happy to do this (or to 

miss out on this)” 

 

4. What about me?  

This can seem a particularly unfair accusation to parents with two or more 

children! You spend an hour reading to one child ignoring the others; then you 

spend a few minutes drawing with another and the first says, “What about 

me?” All children need attention, but not all to the same degree, and all 

children can at times have an almost insatiable desire for the attention of their 

parents. This desire can break through the surface when we are adults, 

especially in relationships with key people such as partners. In most close 

adult relationships, there are times when the voices of the child within us 

demand attention, and appeal to the adult or parent part of our partner for 

time or consideration. This is no bad thing as long as it does not dominate the 

relationship, but it can be a source of jealousy and friction when it is not 

recognized for what it is, and especially if there is a very unequal balance 

between the partners in the parts they play. 

An example of a mature response to this voice is: “Let’s think about you”. 

 

5. Voices of complaint: Temper tantrums and deep sulks.  

Few children do not respond to frustration, from time to time, either by 

throwing a temper tantrum or by going into a deep sulk—inviting parents to 

cajole them out of it but simultaneously determined not to be appeased. 
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The temper tantrum can be seen in adults in the form of almost uncontrollable 

rage, or the kind of shouting that seems to combine anger with pleading. The 

deep sulk may persist with some couples for days and be precipitated by 

apparent trivialities, such as finishing up the last of the bread or forgetting to 

give someone a message. The unrecognized meaning of these events is 

often the important factor: “You didn’t consider me”; “I’m not important to you.” 

An example of a mature response to this voice is: “I do feel hurt but I will put it 

behind me” 


