


The drama triangle – victim no longer 

Introduction 

The drama or Karpman triangle is a model developed within psychotherapy, specifically 
transactional analysis, and can be a useful tool for thinking about the unhelpful patterns we can 
get locked in, both within ourselves and with other people. Like all models, this is a very 
simplified way of looking at the infinitely complex web of human relationships so please take 
what speaks to you on that basis. You are infinitely more nuanced and subtle then any model!  

The drama triangle 

Karpman suggested that if someone was victimised, they can become locked in that position and 
this pulls two other sets of relationships towards them which further locks them in the victim 
position. It’s like a triangle and at each point of the triangle is a different position: Victim, 
Rescuer and Perpetrator: 

 

We’ll look at each position in turn, considering how this may impact both the way you look at 
yourself and others. 

Victim 

There is absolutely no doubt that if you have experienced sexual abuse you have been a victim. 
When you were being abused you were the victim of a crime which was perpetrated against you. 
The difficulty is, that trauma can leave you stuck in that position and that’s like being stuck in 
the prison of the abuse. You can feel helpless, trapped, unable to make choices or to take 
control. 

Rescuer 

If you feel stuck in a victim position, some people, often people who have also been 
traumatised, can cast themselves in the role of rescuer in relation to you. On the face of it 



that’s brilliant – they care, they look after you, they make choices on your behalf, it almost 
seems too good to be true! Trouble is, by occupying this rescuing position, they keep you 
(honey)trapped as a victim, unable to find your own internal rescuer. It seems a benign control 
but it’s still control and keeps you stuck.  

If you are stuck in the victim position but there is no-one actually occupying the rescuing role, 
you may cast around to find it, holding on to the thought that help needs to and should come 
from outside. That is likely to push people away and leave you feeling further trapped and 
frustrated. 

Perpetrator 

When we are locked in a victim position it draws people to us who treat us badly, who become 
the perpetrator. We want to make it clear that it is never OK to perpetrate abuse, however the 
other person is thinking and feeling, the fault in that scenario always lies entirely with the 
perpetrator, but it is this dynamic which goes some way to explaining why people can have 
repeated experiences of abuse. If we experience multiple abusive relationships, this reinforces 
our sense of powerlessness and helplessness, again keeping us stuck in the position of victim.  
We are also more likely to suspect everyone will be a perpetrator. We can also get stuck with the 
perpetrator inside our own head, giving us a constant monologue of criticism and abuse.  

Stepping out of the triangle 

The victim position is a prison, but it is a familiar one, so stepping out of it can be very scary. Be 
kind and compassionate with yourself about this. You were victimised by the abuse and it takes 
time and conscious practice to define yourself as separate from and more than the abuse you 
experienced. One way of stepping out of the triangle is to orientate yourself towards to who you 
are which is more than the abuse and to what you are able to do, to choose, to achieve and to 
be. This turns the triangle on its head: 

  

Once again, this is a model which may or may not speak to you. Take what is useful but 
remember, human beings are more complex and dynamic than the models we think up to explain 
ourselves! 



If you have been sexually abused or assaulted and want to talk about your 

relationships, please do get in touch. You can chat in confidence to one of our 

helpliners on our webchat or textchat  via our website 

www.survivorsuk.org 

http://www.survivorsuk.org

