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Carole and Paddy Ducklow
The Illusion of Power: 

How To Identify and Break Through Dramatic Triangles

carole + paddy ducklow
with the largest margarita ever

the family of origin triangle
where roles come from
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the family of origin triangle from solid to …

the family of origin triangle
from…to scary

cinderella and the wicked step-family

Image Source:  Cinderella (1950).  Walt Disney Pictures © 1950. 



5/11/2015

3

childhood experiences of triangles

the three faces of helplessness

Persecutor Rescuer

Victim

introduction to roles

• The three roles of the Drama Triangle are the three
positions that unhappy families or other
organizations use under stress.

• The three roles -- Persecutor, Rescuer and Victim --
operate to keep people in the illusion of power.
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the inner world of role playing

when a child becomes a parent

a child’s view of family triangles
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roles are extensions of self

• All roles are an extension of self. 

• Roles are used to change the other. 

• Roles prevent maturing, wisdom and health in 

the person and in the relationship.

the persecutor

the rescuer
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the victim

what about your parents as you were
growing up?

• Who was more the Persecutor in your 
family of origin?

• Who was mostly the Rescuer in your 

family?

• Who was the most Victim type in your 
family?

give three descriptors of each role
Persecutor Rescuer

Victim
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what is a persecutor like?

Persecutor

1. __________________________________
2. __________________________________
3. __________________________________

what is a rescuer like?

Rescuer

1. __________________________________
2. __________________________________
3. __________________________________

what is a victim like?

Victim

1. __________________________________
2. __________________________________
3. __________________________________
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what we are doing in roles

Triangles are formed when there is a threat of loss 
of …

•Safety

•Significance 

•Satisfaction

… That cause us to give up on our identity for a roll.

safety, significance, satisfaction
Here is the scenario: 

You are holidaying with friends from work. It is a 
sunny afternoon and you notice your partner 
“flirting” with a colleague. 

• What is your primary threat? 

• And what role do you choose?

TRIANGLES IN STRESSED FAMILIES

•Parent-child triangle that excludes the other 

parent.

•“Scapegoat”: all the family try to solve his or 

her problems so as to ignore one’s own.

•The husband-affair / wife-affair to act against 

the other spouse (vengeance).
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the marital affair triangle
from the point of view of the 3rd party

Persecutor Rescuer

Victim

the teen-peer triangle
from a parent’s perspective

Persecutor Rescuer

Victim

the spouse-work triangle
from the point of view of the spouse

Persecutor Rescuer

Victim
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the judicial system
police, social worker, convict

Persecutor Rescuer

Victim

more triangles in stressed families
• The teenager-peer group coalition to eliminate 

the dominating parent.

• The burned out executive who uses his work to 

isolate him from family stresses.

• The “too tired syndrome” where a spouse 

avoids sex by keeping busy.

the three faces of helplessness
Persecutor Rescuer

Victim
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the stressed persecutor
• “Overcompensates" by being too strong, too smart, too 

quick, too black-and-white, all in the service of "settling the 

matter." 

• Sets unnecessarily strict limits.

• Accuses because pain is too hard to bear -- projection. 

• Except for anger and "fine", feelings are often off-limits. 

• Uses words that disagree 

• ("This is all well and fine but ..."), and the body blames. 

persecutor – what it is like inside

•Speaks in universal disqualifiers (all, every, any, etc.). 

•Asks negative questions ("Why don't you just ...?"). 

•Thinks that finding fault helps people.

•Typical “P” jobs might include border guard, car salesman, 

bank manager, harried homemakers, oldest and most 

responsible children, librarians, executive secretaries, etc.

persecutors day by day

•“P” descriptors: angry, critical, fault-finding, 
judgmental, blamer, aggressive, 
authoritarian, powerful, sarcastic, righteous, 
unloving, certain, cold, harsh, demanding, 
domineering, hostile, rigid, perfectionist, 
brittle, business-like, etc.
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persecutors you know

• What Persecutors do you know?

• In politics, religion, your family of origin, 
sports (esp. hockey)?

• What positions of power do they 
occupy?

• How do you feel around “P” people”?

• When are you most likely to be a “P” 
people”?

rescuer on the outside
• The “R” has an inordinate need to influence 

others. Being important is important.
• While being helpful the R keeps others 

dependent.
• Advises supportively ("Why don't you?") and 

gets lots of "yes buts” from “V” friends. 
• The “R's” advice may be excessively pitying or 

simply irrelevant.
• In an attempt to be helpful, the “R” is hurtful 

with platitudes, sympathy and worry.

rescuer on the inside

• Inside, the “R” believes nobody cares 
while he or she works over hard to 
care for others, 

• “R’s” often concludes that there is no 
safety or significance. 

• This loneliness and isolation and the 
need for satisfaction can result in 
frenetic activity.
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rescuers who feel burnt out

• “R People” descriptors include: 
worried, tired, over giving, 
insensitive, overly-sensitive, 
burdened, confused, strained, 
burned out, thoughtful, thoughtless, 
unaware, irrelevant, loving, 
supportive, pitying, patient, careless, 
ever-optimistic, aggressive, 
dependable, nice, etc.

rescuers you may know

• What positions do “R’s” occupy in your 

life?

• What roles do “R’s” play in your work?

• What feelings do you have around “R 

People”?

• When do you “R” a “V”?

the strength of the victim

• The Victim is the most controlling / demanding 
role in the triangle.

• The “V” is looking for the Rescuer and hoping to 
avoid the Persecutor.

• The “V” is also the most socially approved role.
• The “V” uses qualifiers that discount one’s 

ability to be responsible for life (if, only, just, 
even).
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victim (“oh my!”)

• The “V” acts as a mind-reader ("I know what 
you're thinking ...", "You're trying to get rid 
of me, aren't you?", "Nobody liked me 
there.")

• The person who rapidly alternates between 
“V” and “R” may be considered a "martyr" 
(“I'm going to save you even if it kills me!") 
or “co-dependent” (that is, addicted to 
people’s attention).

the victim psychology

• The demandingness of the “V's” "needs" is 

evidence, not of need, but of 

demandingness. 

• It is the hunger to control, not the 

motivation to change.

• Many “V's” are in "chronic crisis” causing 

“R’s” to be in crisis as well.

• “P’s” mostly get mad or withdraw.

the victim psychology

• “V” adjectives include: helpless, 
hopeless, defensive, apologetic, 
wheedling, playing-the-baby, 
passive, passive-aggressive, 
aggressive, sad, hurt, bitter, lazy, 
submissive, depressed, afraid, 
despairing, guilty, vulnerable…
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victim people you know

• When do you feel most a “V”?

• What are you asking for when you play 

the “V” role?

• How do people treat you when you are a 

“V”?

• How do you feel around “V” people?

what role would you play?

Assuming that tension is pretty high:

•… if your 17 year old son came home with a D- in 
Algebra and smoking dope?

•… if someone cut in front of you in the parking lot?

•… if you saw a 11 year old child being bullied?

detriangulation

They key to detriangulation is always 
non-anxious presence.

challenge care

create
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detriangulate – escape from the “p” corner
non-anxious challenge

• Challenge with a non-anxious presence.

• Once cornered as a “P”: “I’d rather be glad than 

mad.” 

• Move to clear challenging. 

• The skill is reciprocal “problem solving.” 

• SWOT Matrix is helpful.

detriangulate – escape from the r corner
non-anxious care

• Care with a non-anxious presence.

• Once cornered as an “R”: “I’d rather be smarter than 

a martyr.” 

• Move to clear nurturing or mentoring. 

• The skill is “benevolent disinterest.”

detriangulate – escape from the “v” corner
non-anxious creating

• Create with a non-anxious presence.

• Once cornered as a “V”: “I’d rather be getting 
than fretting.” 

• Move to creating, discovering, risking. 

• Drop the perfection pretence.

• The skill is contracting for change.
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contracting for change

• "What do you want to change about yourself 
and your life that would enable you to live more 
effectively?"

• "How would you have to behave or relate 
differently to achieve this goal, stated practically, 
reasonably and measurably?"

contracting for change

• "How would you have to adjust the 168 hours 

of your week to achieve these gains?”

• "How will significant others know of your 

changes?"

• "How might you sabotage your change plan?"

Q: CHALLENGERS, LEARNERS AND MENTORS

• “What are you doing to create your own hell?"

• “How are you constructing your own problems?”

• “What are the positive payoffs for things going poorly?”

• “Do you know what kids want when they blow it?”

• “What role are you most likely to play when stressed?”

• “What is the most socially approved role in your 
culture?”

• “What roles did your parents play in your growing up 
years?”



5/11/2015

18

coalitions in relationships form triangles

Coalitions is where two people combine to include 

one and to exclude exclude one. 

This is done to:

• Reduce anxiety

• Control the third corner


	Ducklow
	Ducklows PPT_rev 5.1.15_FINAL edit for eho

