Drama Triangle

- The 3 elements of a drama triangle:
e The Persecutor,
e the Victim and
e The Rescuer

The Drama Triangle is a model of dysfunctional social interaction, created by
psychotherapist Stephen Karpman. Each point on the triangle represents a
common and ineffective response to conflict, one more likely to prolong
disharmony than to end it.
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The Persecutor

The Persecutor is the person who:

e Happy to allocate blame and to ensure that other players know they are in
the wrong

e They are probably angry, accusative, inflexible and feeling very righteous

e |n order to have their needs met, they require The Victim — someone onto
whom they can project their irritation

Q: Why does the persecutor need to play this role?

A: they fear the risk of being a victim themselves.

The Victim

e The Victim takes the brunt of The Persecutor's wrath

e The Victim feels hard-done-by, got-at, powerless, ashamed, unable to do
anything

e |f The Victim role feels natural to you, then you need to seek out The Persecutor
(if you haven't already got one) but also The Rescuer

Q: Why does Victim need to play this role?

A: This is obviously a position of anxiety for most, but psychologically it can
actually often bring some comfort — you know where you are when you are The
Victim, and it's easy to seek the pity of others. Also, you can absolve yourself of
responsibility and never do the work needed to grow. Or, the idea of facing an
issue is too difficult (resistance).



The Rescuer
The Rescuer is the person who is:

e A big ball of guilt, who needs someone to help, because when you're the hero
to others then you don't have to deal with your own feelings of anxiety or
displacement

e The Rescuer appears to be The Victim's saviour from The Persecutor, but
actually cements the others in their negative behaviours - almost giving them
permission to stay as the bully or the bullied as it makes everyone feel that
they have a purpose

e Rescuers are classically co-dependent and enablers. They need victims to
help and often can’t allow the victim to succeed or get better. They can use
guilt to keep their victims dependent and feel guilty themselves if they are
not rescuing somebody.

e |nterms of derailing resilience, rescuers are frequently harried,
overworked, tired, caught in a martyr style while resentment festers
underneath.

Q: Why Do Rescuers need to rescue?

The stance of the rescuer is “Let me help you!” Rescuers work hard to help and
caretake other people, and even need to help other people to feel good about
themselves, while neglecting their own needs or not taking responsibility for
meeting their own needs.

Breaking the Drama Triangle

Participants in a drama triangle create misery for themselves and others. The goal
is to transform this lose-lose situation and create a more positive outcome for
everyone.

While a healthy person will perform in each of these roles occasionally,
pathological role-players actively avoid leaving the familiar and comfortable



environment of the game. Thus, if no recent misfortune has befallen them or their
loved ones, they will often create one. In each case, the drama triangle is an
instrument of destruction. The only way to “escape” the Drama Triangle is to
function as an “adult” and not participate in the game.

HOW THE GAME IS PLAYED

A good example of the game could be this fictitious argument between John and
Mary, a married couple. Sometimes the Rescuer’s point seems calm and even
reasonable. If the words placate, soothe, calm, explain or justify, it can be
considered a Rescuer response--it is an attempt to move the other person from
their position.

In order to give a visual of the way the participants move from one point of the
triangle to another, the Persecutor position is shown in red, the Rescuer in blue
and the Victim in green.

John: | can't believe you burnt dinner! That's the third time this month! (P)

Mary: Well, little Johnny fell and skinned his knee, it burned while | was busy
getting him a bandage. (R)

John: You baby that boy too much! (P)

Mary: You wouldn't want him to get an infection, would you? I'd end up having to
take care of him while he was sick. (V)

John: He's big enough to get his own bandage. (R)
Mary: | just didn't want him bleeding all over the carpet. (R)

John: You know, that's the problem with these kids! They expect you to do
everything! (R)

Mary: That's only natural, honey, they are just young. (R)
John: | work like a dog all day at a job | hate... (V)
Mary: Yes, you do work very hard, dear. (R)

John: And | can't even sit down to a good dinner! (V)



Mary: | can cook something else, it won't take too long. (R)
John: A waste of an expensive steak! (P)

Mary: Well maybe if you could have hauled your ass out of your chair for a minute
while | was busy, it wouldn't have gotten burned! (P)

John: You didn't say anything! How was | supposed to know? (P)
Mary: As if you couldn't hear Johnny crying? You always ignore the kids! (P)

John: 1 do not, | just need time to sit and relax and unwind after working all day!
You don't know what it's like... (V)

Mary: Sure, as if taking care of the house and kids isn't WORK! (P)

Anyone reading this article could undoubtedly continue this argument
indefinitely. What is of perhaps more interest is how one can remove oneself
from the triangle, which, as the example makes clear, can be exhausting.

The simplest method is the non-defensive response. This works at any point no
matter what the role the other person is taking, as it doesn't give a cue as to the
next response.

For instance:

Mary: Well maybe if you could have hauled your ass out of your chair for a minute
while | was busy, it wouldn't have gotten burned! (P)

John: Yes, that's true.

Although Mary may attempt to restart the cycle by continuing to scold, if John
continues in the same vein, Mary will eventually run out of things to say. Unless
Mary is actually abusive, in which case care should be used in employing this
method, John's calm response invites discussion rather than continued wrangling.
She might realize that she didn't ask him for help, and they might well be able to
resolve the situation by planning on a course of action should something similar
arise in the future.

It works just as well for the victim role:



John: 1 do not, | just need time to sit and relax and unwind after working all day!
You don't know what it's like... (V)

Mary: I'm sorry you're feeling so tired.

This acknowledges any real problem the other person might have without
continuing the dance. Again, the other person may attempt to restart the cycle by
continuing to complain, but again, with continued non-defensive responses, the
other person will run out of things to say.

While the "rescuer" role is seemingly the least problematic of the three points of
the triangle, it still is a part of a non-communicative cycle, and thus should be
treated in the same manner.

Mary: That's only natural, honey, they are just young. (R)
John: Yes, they are young.

Once again, the cycle is broken, and John has made it clear to Mary that he needs
no further placating or assistance.

Other excellent non-defensive responses:

"Oh." "lIsee." "You may be right."



