www.healthandself.care pp78-81
THE DRAMA TRIANGLE

 Every dysfunctional interaction takes place around the drama triangle. It involves blocked or distorted communication based upon fear, judgment and insecurity. Whenever you feel disempowered, guilty, stuck, resentful, blaming, helpless, trapped, dependent, misunderstood, bewildered, betrayed, controlled, manipulated or abused, you are in a drama triangle - which might involve two, three or more people. At the top of the triangle are the one-up positions (parent), while at the bottom is the one-down position (child). Although many people have a familiar position, the roles can rotate with lightning speed, playing all the toxic games of codependency. There are no winners in a drama triangle. Everyone loses & feels like a victim - until someone stops playing the game.
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Dysfunctional relationships rotate constantly around 

Persecutor       
     Rescuer 


the drama triangle, resulting in:
(shadow Father) 
(shadow Mother) 




 seeks control                seeks approval  

      1) Pervasive sense of guilt and shame 

                                                                                    2) Lies, pretence and unhealthy secrets

3) Manipulation, control and power games                                                            4) Blaming and resentment

5) Feelings of ‘entitlement’ 

6) Misguided loyalty which promotes lying/abuse

7) Perceived lack of freedom 

8) Chaos, crisis and drama

9) Scapegoating 

10) Denial of problems

                 V 




      11) ‘Protecting’ others from facing their issues 

                  Victim      



           (also known as enabling)

                (shadow Child)
      


      12) Inappropriate sense of responsibility for others’ 

    seeks security



            feelings, needs or well-being

13) Feelings of helplessness, worthlessness and inadequacy

14) Distancing and avoidance of conflict in relationships 

15) Superficial conversations which avoid issues or repeated cycles of rage/blame/abuse/guilt then denial 

16) Fear of change - with desperate attempts to avoid change or maintain stability

17) Inability to express emotions in healthy, empowering and responsible ways which increase intimacy

18) Relative absence of healthy, loving and intimate interactions, or joy, freedom, creativity and spontaneity 

  Codependent/dysfunctional relationships tend to repeatedly hook in a third ‘player’ - a process known as triangulation - either as a common point of concern (eg. sick child or needy friend/parent), a common enemy to unite against, or a Rescuer who might become labelled a Persecutor. This third person/issue serves the purpose of ‘distance regulation’ to avoid real intimacy or more threatening issues. For some couples, an 
ex-partner serves this function; or they attract one ‘lame dog’ or worthy cause after another to focus on.

2 common rules in dysfunctional systems:

1) Pretend everything is fine (ie. don’t be honest/authentic)        2) Don’t threaten the status quo

PERSECUTOR

Get to feel safe by hurting, criticising, controlling or abusing others

False sense of superiority or arrogance (which sometimes collapses into shame/insecurity of Victim)

Want to be in control; might manipulate, use unspoken threats, ignore or bully others into submission

Self-righteous, judgmental and blaming; need to be seen as perfect and beyond reproach

Strong need to be ‘in the right’ and to see others as ‘in the wrong’

Get adrenaline rush from being angry/righteous - so need an enemy to battle against

Can justify and defend their abusive or controlling behaviour 

Feel ‘entitled’ to have others meet their needs, or to behave as they wish them to

(This is the hardest pattern to acknowledge in ourselves. Chronic Persecutors are the least likely of the three to recognise their own issues or to seek help/growth. Can be borderline personalities.)

RESCUER (or Hero/Martyr, or Responsible Parent)
Get to feel safe/worthy by ‘enabling’ others - ie. bailing out, covering up for or protecting others  

Believe they know what is best for other people, what is ‘right’ or what others should do

See themselves as wiser, stronger or more resourceful; might hand out money, moralistic advice or guidance

Foster dependency or helplessness in others; disempower others by taking ‘parental’ role

Over-responsible for others’ feelings/needs; avoid looking at own feelings/problems by focussing on others

Anxiety-driven; often ‘bound by loyalty’ to dysfunctional relationships or situations

Proud of their caretaking (and might make a full-time job or profession of it)

Feel guilty if not caring enough for others; tend to deny and sacrifice their own needs for others

Often feel like martyrs - over-burdened or unappreciated; play game of ‘After all I’ve done for you…’

VICTIM

Get to feel safe by being submissive, giving in or being dependent/helpless

Blame other people, circumstances or past decisions for how they feel

Expect others to solve their problems for them - to ‘rescue’ them; often play ‘Yes but…’ games

Passive, child-like dependency; find it hard to make decisions for themselves

How to escape the drama triangle

Hold on to knowing that you are a good, worthy and loving person - and so are they

Take responsibility for your own feelings, and use your emotional guidance

Insist that others take responsibility for their own feelings (and their own lives)

Stop shaming/blaming yourself or others, whatever the circumstances

Stop caring what anyone else might think of you, or trying to control others (ie. mind your own business)

Insist that people treat each other (and you) with respect and compassion

Befriend your Shadow (so that you don’t have to project it on to others)

Pull back from relationships which are critical, abusive or manipulative - and look at how you attract that

Stop bailing others out, protecting them or trying to help ‘lame ducks’

Don’t get hooked into power games; engage only in honest and direct communication

Recognise the family-ar games you play, and catch yourself slipping into those patterns

Drama triangles are highly seductive and controlling; even when you recognise that games are being played, it can be difficult to opt out! When you stop playing in the drama triangle, others are likely to get angry, accuse you of being selfish, or even be abusive; or they might feign helplessness and fall into Victim mode. This is an attempt to shame you back into your familiar role of Rescuer or Victim, so resist it! Recognise what needs of yours are being met by the drama triangle - such as feeling in control, or trying to feel worthy, or feeling safe. Then make new and healthy choices based on love, self-empowerment and authenticity.

If you slip into being a Persecutor: 

Give up the need to be right; recognise that everyone is in the right from their own perspective

Be honest with yourself, and listen to others with an open heart

Sit with vulnerable feelings, instead of ‘acting out’ from anger or fear

Stop justifying or defending being hurtful, critical, controlling or abusive

Let go of any feelings of entitlement, and set others free

If you tend to be a Rescuer:

Stop basing your self-esteem on helping, caring for or protecting others

Focus on yourself and your own needs/issues, instead of focussing on others’ needs

Stop justifying taking care of others; don’t ‘protect’ anyone from facing uncomfortable feelings or issues

Notice how others use guilt/manipulation to control you

Don’t collude with seeing anyone as helpless or a victim; never take sides in a drama

Be responsible only for yourself and your feelings - and trust your own guidance; do what feels joyful

If you tend to be a Victim:

Acknowledge your own strengths instead of looking for a Rescuer; think and problem-solve for yourself

Deal with your anger - and learn to handle confrontation without giving in, rescuing or persecuting

Be authentic; stop pretending or manipulating. Take responsibility for your own needs and self-care                                             (Gill Edwards, July 2007.Used for health teaching purposes with permission from 2010. Suggested Reading – Conscious Medicine, also http://www.livingmagically.co.uk/product/beyond-the-drama-triangle/)
