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Abstract

Objective: The objective of the present study is to design and validate an educational program on parenting styles
based on life scripts, including the identification of influential scripts, delineation of the “script <> style”
relationship, development of culturally sensitive educational components, and provision of a practical tool for
family psychologists aimed at enhancing parent- child interactions.

Method: This qualitative study was conducted through semi-structured interviews with 19 mothers from Isfahan
(purposeful sampling continued until theoretical saturation). Data analysis first followed Colaizzi’s descriptive
phenomenology (extracting significant statements and initial clusters), and then proceeded with open, axial, and
selective coding to model the “script «> style” relationship. MAXQDA was used to organize the data.
Trustworthiness was ensured through data-source triangulation, participant checking, and peer auditing. The
content validity of the training package was evaluated and confirmed by five experts (CVR and CVI indices within
acceptable ranges; k = 0.81 for inter-rater agreement).

Findings: The analyses yielded seven main themes and sixty subthemes. Seven life scripts including “Do Not Be
Important”, “Be Perfect”, “Do Nothing”, “Do Not Be Yourself”, “Do Not Be a Child”, “Do Not Grow Up”, and
“Do Not Succeed” were mapped onto distinct parenting patterns, resulting in a practical “parental script <>
parenting style” framework. This mapping served as the basis for designing the educational package, which
integrates, for each script, learning objectives, cognitive-emotional exercises, and behavioral strategies (autonomy
support, constructive boundary- setting, and age-appropriate responsibility delegation).

Finding: Qualitative evidence indicates that parents’ life scripts underlie certain aspects of their parenting styles
and may be reinforced within the cultural context of Iran. An effective intervention must target two levels
simultaneously: the restructuring of maladaptive and unconscious scripts and the improvement of overt parenting
behaviors. The developed package provides a practical, culturally grounded framework for reducing the
intergenerational transmission of maladaptive patterns and enhancing parent- child interactions. A quantitative
evaluation of its effectiveness is recommended for future studies.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Children constitute a sensitive age group and, due to their developmental characteristics and
the extent of environmental control exercised by adults, are at heightened risk for psychological
disorders (Merikangas et al., 2009). Evidence indicates that maternal behavioral patterns and
psychological functioning are closely linked to children’s mental health outcomes, and that the
family, particularly parenting styles, serves as one of the most influential environmental
contexts shaping children’s cognitive, emotional, and social development. Beyond academic
performance, these styles are also associated with children’s future mental health. Accordingly,
parent training is considered a primary and effective intervention; programs such as Positive
Parenting and parent—child relationship—based interventions have documented improvements
in interactions and reductions in emotional-behavioral problems, while more recent
approaches, including Acceptance and Commitment and mindfulness-based methods,
emphasize reducing parenting stress and modifying maladaptive patterns.

Nevertheless, many of these interventions remain focused on observable behaviors and pay
comparatively less attention to underlying cognitive and unconscious determinants. The
framework of Transactional Analysis (TA) directly addresses this gap. By conceptualizing the
“Parent- Child- Adult” ego states and the notion of the life script, TA explains how internalized
parental messages are reenacted in later relationships (Ali et al., 2021; Berne, 1964). Recent
reviews have also supported the utility of TA constructs in explaining parent-child interactions
and informing educational and family interventions (Vos & Van Rijn, 2021, 2022). From a TA
perspective, the life script is an unconscious structure formed in childhood, reinforced by
parental messages, and later manifested in decision-making and parenting interaction styles.
Thus, it is expected that “parents’ life scripts” overlap with “parenting styles” and directly or
indirectly may be transmitted to children (Stewart & Joines, 2012).

The empirical literature supports this connection: authoritative parenting is associated with
secure attachment and positive developmental outcomes, whereas permissive or neglectful
styles are linked to self-regulation difficulties, insecure attachment, and reduced well-being
indices. Findings from Iranian studies likewise confirm associations between these styles and
children’s self-regulation, attachment patterns, and socio-emotional indicators. Despite this
evidence, within the Iranian context, there remains a lack of systematic models that explicitly
link “parents’ life scripts” to “parenting styles” and translate this linkage into a culturally
adapted educational program.

Accordingly, the present study seeks to examine parents’ life scripts and their connections
to parenting styles, aiming to establish a theoretical-empirical foundation for developing an
intervention package targeting maladaptive patterns. The central research question is: How do
parents’ life scripts interact with their parenting style patterns, and what implications does this
interaction hold for designing an educational package to modify maladaptive styles?

Method

This study employed a qualitative design and was conducted in two phases with the aim of
developing a parenting-style training package grounded in life scripts. The first phase focused
on extracting the relevant components from mother’s lived experiences, while the second phase
involved structuring and refining the training package based on the components derived from
the analysis. To ensure an accurate representation of participants’ experiences, Colaizzi’s
descriptive phenomenological method was initially used to identify significant statements and
generate preliminary conceptual clusters. Subsequently, systematic coding was applied to
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model the relationship between life scripts and parenting styles. Open coding was conducted
to generate initial codes, axial coding to establish causal, contextual, and consequential
linkages among the codes, and selective coding to integrate these findings around a central
category.

The study population comprised mothers residing in Isfahan with at least one child aged
three years or older. Participants were recruited through public calls disseminated in schools,
community centers, parks, recreational venues, restaurants, and a counseling center. Based on
predetermined inclusion and exclusion criteria, Purposeful sampling was employed, and
interviews continued until theoretical saturation was reached. A total of nineteen mothers, aged
between 27 and 55 years, were ultimately included in the analysis. Data were collected through
in-depth semi-structured interviews. The interview guide, informed by the Transactional
Analysis framework and relevant literature, was reviewed by several psychology experts. Each
participant completed two interview sessions: the first centered on life scripts and the second
on parenting styles. All interviews were conducted in quiet and private settings, lasted
approximately 40-60 minutes, were audio-recorded with informed consent, and subsequently
transcribed verbatim.

Data analysis, in addition to the coding stages, involved repeated readings of transcripts,
extraction of key statements, iterative meaning-making, conceptual clustering, and within-case
and cross-case analyses to compare script-style patterns and consolidate the life-script-
parenting-style mapping. The final output was organized into seven overarching themes and
sixty subthemes, which formed the basis for designing the components of the training package.
Learning objectives, session content, workshop activities, and homework tasks were developed
accordingly. The draft package underwent several rounds of expert review and revision before
the final version was prepared.

Multiple strategies were used to ensure the trustworthiness and rigor of the study, including
data triangulation across participant narratives and expert feedback, member checking, peer
auditing, maintenance of a detailed audit trail, and inter-coder agreement, all of which yielded
satisfactory reliability indicators. All procedures adhered to ethical research standards:
confidentiality was maintained, pseudonyms were used, participants were informed of their
right to withdraw at any stage, and ethical approval was obtained from the relevant university
committee.

Results

Using Colaizzi’s thematic analysis, the study examined the relationship between mothers’ life
scripts and their parenting styles. Analysis of the semi-structured interviews with 19
participants yielded a total of 1,074 initial codes, which, after progressive condensation, were
organized into seven main categories and sixty subcategories. Findings indicated that each
maternal life script exerted a distinct influence on parenting style:

1. “Do Not Be Important” Style (9 subcategories): Characterized by dismissing the child’s
opinions, weak relational engagement, and punitive withdrawal (e.g., “When I get angry,
I stop talking to her”).

2. “Be Perfect” Style (14 subcategories): Defined by excessive perfectionism, strictness,
and expectations of flawless performance (e.g., “My child must do everything without
mistakes”).

3. “Do Nothing” Style (9 subcategories): Involving mutual dependency, overprotection, and
completing tasks on behalf of the child (e.g., “I always make sure nothing ever harms him”).

4. “Do Not Be Yourself” Style (9 subcategories): Encompassing comparison with others,
lack of assertiveness, and disregard for personal boundaries (e.g., “You should behave like
other children”).
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5. “Do Not Be a Child” Style (11 subcategories): Marked by expectations of adult-like
behavior, irritability, and intolerance of mistakes (e.g., “You shouldn 't act like a child”).

6. “Do Not Grow Up” Style (6 subcategories): Defined by excessive indulgence and
inhibition of the child’s autonomy (e.g., “I prefer that he always remain my little one™).

7. “Do Not Succeed” Style (2 subcategories): Characterized by granting extensive freedom
paired with aspirational, but practically unsupported wishes for success (e.g., “She is fiee
to do whatever she wants”).

Content validity of the “Parenting Styles Based on Life Scripts” training package was
evaluated by a panel of five experts. Using thresholds appropriate for a five-member panel
(acceptance at CVR = 1.00 and adequacy at CVI > 0.79), a total of 180 ratings were recorded:
173 approvals and 7 disapprovals. Cohen’s kappa coefficient (k = 0.81) indicated excellent
inter- rater agreement, confirming the adequacy, validity, and reliability of the finalized
training package.

Discussion

This study aimed to develop a parenting-style training package based on life scripts and
demonstrated that seven life scripts including “Do Not Be Important”, “Be Perfect”, “Do
Nothing”, “Do Not Be Yourself”, “Do Not Be a Child”, “Do Not Grow Up”, and “Do Not
Succeed” are linked to distinct parenting styles. Drawing on Transactional Analysis,
internalized parental messages give rise to life scripts that guide parent— child interaction
patterns. In the “Do Not Be Important” script, messages of insignificance lead to reduced
empathy and neglect of the child’s needs, reinforcing an uninvolved parenting style.

The “Be Perfect” script is associated with rigid standards and low tolerance for mistakes,
linking disproportionate expectations to the child’s maladaptive perfectionism. “Do Nothing”
translates into avoidance of action and overprotection; the parent performs tasks on behalf of
the child, undermining self-efficacy and autonomy. “Do Not Be Yourself” involves constant
comparison and enforced conformity, reducing autonomy support. “Do Not Be a Child”
encourages the child to assume roles beyond their developmental stage, elevating expectations
for adult-like behavior and fostering feelings of inadequacy. “Do Not Grow Up” maintains
dependence; excessive supervision and over-support limit opportunities for independence. “Do
Not Succeed” is characterized by delegated decision-making with insufficient guidance,
conveying a “‘stay average” message.

This mapping aligns with evidence on the outcomes of different parenting styles and,
importantly, highlights the script-based origins of these styles. Consequently, effective
interventions should target two levels simultaneously: a behavioral level, encompassing
supportive communication, constructive boundary-setting, and age- appropriate responsibility
delegation; and a scriptural or cognitive-emotional level, involving recognition of internalized
messages, working with parental injunctions, and rewriting personal narratives in the parental
role. Given the cultural context of Iran and the potential amplification of such messages within
a collectivist culture, the development of a culturally sensitive training package is essential.
Such an approach has the potential to reduce the intergenerational transmission of maladaptive
patterns, enhance the sustainability of parental behavioral changes, and foster children’s
autonomy, competence, and emotional bonding.

Conclusion

This qualitative study identified seven unconscious life scripts that influence parenting, ranging
from “Do Not Be Important” to “Do Not Succeed.” The findings indicate that these patterns
have their origins in the parents’ own childhood experiences and are inadvertently transmitted
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to the next generation. A key insight is the profound impact of the Iranian cultural context on
this process.

By integrating Transactional Analysis theory with parenting research, the study underscores
the necessity of dual- level interventions that address both observable parenting behaviors and
deep-seated beliefs. These findings have important implications for the design of educational
programs and family counseling in Iran, highlighting that teaching parenting skills alone is
insufficient and must be accompanied by efforts to uncover and restructure parents’
unconscious patterns. This study represents a significant step toward a more comprehensive
understanding of the challenges inherent in parenting within Iranian families.

Limitations

This study was conducted in a single city within a relatively homogeneous population, which
limits the generalizability of the findings. The focus exclusively on mothers and the use of
voluntary purposive sampling may introduce selection bias. Data collection relied primarily on
interviews and self- reports, which are susceptible to social desirability bias and recall errors.
Additionally, the qualitative and cross-sectional nature of the study restricts causal inferences
and statistical generalization. The absence of observational or multi-source data alongside the
interviews further constrains the comprehensiveness of the findings.

Future Studies

Despite limitations such as the focus on mothers and geographically restricted sampling, this
study opens new avenues for future research. It is recommended that subsequent studies pursue
three main directions: first, examining these life scripts in more diverse populations, including
fathers and culturally varied regions; second, evaluating the effectiveness of interventions
based on this framework using mixed-methods approaches; and third, investigating the long-
term impact of modifying these life scripts on the quality of parent-child relationships.
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