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ABSTRACT 

Background. Karpman’s "Triangle of Suffering" is a model of social interaction of people 

who are in "toxic", conflict relationships in the roles of mainly the Victim, Persecutor and Res-

cuer, experience negative emotions (fear, resentment, guilt, anger, aggression) and generate such 

emotions in other participants in Karpmanian relationships. These negative emotions can cause 

mental disorders, social maladjustment and psychosomatic pathology; therefore, when teaching 

valeological disciplines, it is necessary to show how to find a way out from Karpman’s triangle 

through the self-regulation of emotions. There is a lack of empirical research that proves the suc-

cess of such training. 

Aim. Studying the practices of coming out of Karpman’s "Triangle of Suffering" and effi-

ciency of emotional self-regulation in non-medical students when learning valeological disci-

plines. 

Materials and Methods. The study was carried out using the method of system analysis, so-

ciological and bibliosemantic methods (97 literary sources were analyzed). The study included a 

sample of 124 students, equally divided by gender (62 males and 62 females), with an average 

age of 20.4 years. Participants were divided into control (n=17) and main groups according to the 

criteria for their participation in the Karpman’s triangle, the chosen strategies for exiting the tri-

angle and the implementation of the exit intention. We proposed two strategies to exit the Karp-

man triangle, namely defensive (termination of communication with so called "Karpman’s team 

members") and Emotional-Energy Transformation (EET, reaching a new energy level in a triangle 

with a change of roles and transformation of emotions). Emotional interaction was assessed using 

the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale twice with an interval of at least 1 month between 

surveys. Statistical analysis included descriptive statistics (M±SD), comparative analysis (t-test), 

correlation studies, and calculation of effect magnitude (Cohen’s d). The study was approved by 

the ethics committees of two scientific institutions. 

Results and Conclusions. Among the 124 participants in the study, 24 students chose the EET 

strategy, of which 16 people fully implemented it. EET produced the best emotional regulation 

scores (average DERS reduction of [42.5±4.7] points at 87.5%). The defensive strategy chosen 

by 5 participants (of whom only 1 person implemented) showed an average decrease in DERS of 

only [19.8±3.2] points. 

Keywords: strategies for getting out of toxic relationships, Victim, Rescuer, Persecutor, trans-

formation of emotions. 
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 Introduction 

The Karpman’s Drama Triangle, or "Triangle 

of Suffering" – a model of social interaction intro-

duced by psychiatrist Stephen Karpman in 1968 

[1]. It describes three destructive roles that people 

often fall into in toxic, conflict relationships: the 
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Victim, Rescuer, and Persecutor. All participants 

in these relationships suffer, experience negative 

emotions, and generate negative emotions in other 

participants of "Karpman’s team members". 

In his subsequent research [2], Karpman S. de-

veloped his theory of "triangular" relationship 

models into the "Compassion Triangle", where in-

stead of the roles of Victim, Rescuer, and Perse-

cutor, the roles of openness, honesty, and respon-

sibility are at play. The author focuses on personal 

growth, the awareness of one’s behavioral scripts, 

and the ability to establish healthy boundaries in 

interaction with others. This approach aims to de-

velop emotional maturity and build authentic, ful-

filling relationships. However, this positive trian-

gular model has been less popular with other re-

searchers, psychologists, psychiatrists and educa-

tors who study ways to overcome conflicts and 

negative emotions, carry out behavior correction 

or provide psychological assistance. 

To provide a comparison, the following Table 

1 outlines the key differences between the Drama 

Triangle and the Compassion Triangle. 

In the study of the Triangle of Suffering, Karp-

man S. (1968) [1] shows how the roles of the Vic-

tim, Rescuer, and Persecutor arise and change in 

family conflicts. The Victim believes that their 

problems are caused by external circumstances, 

 the Rescuer tries to control the situation through 

excessive caregiving, and the Persecutor blames 

others for their failures. This creates a vicious cy-

cle where each person exacerbates the negative 

emotions of the others. All the three roles are de-

structive, undesirable, associated with such nega-

tive emotions as pity, resentment, anger, guilt, and 

lead to aggression. 

The author also analyzes the connection be-

tween the roles in the triangle and anxiety disor-

ders, noting that people who frequently fall into 

the Victim role are prone to depression, whereas 

Rescuers often suffer from emotional burnout [3], 

which is also confirmed in the works by other au-

thors [4–6]. Thus, studies by Bianchi R. et al. 

(2018) and Koutsimani P. et al. (2019) demon-

strate links between burnout and depression, 

which is important in the context of the negative 

impact of prolonged participation in the "Triangle 

of Suffering", in which one and the same person 

can take turns playing different roles. And the 

study by Trifiletti E. et al. (2017) examines burn-

out and impaired anxiety defenses among nurses 

who are constantly trying to help others, that is are 

in the role of the Rescuer. 

The theory of "Triangle of Suffering" has been 

developed both in classical psychology and in its 

alternative teachings (in particular, in Neuro Lin- 

 

 

Table 1. Comparison of Stephen Karpman’s "triangular" models,  

the Triangle of Suffering and the Triangle of Compassion 

 

Characteristic Drama (Suffering) Triangle Compassion Triangle 

Author Stephen Karpman, 1968 Stephen Karpman, 2014 

Model type Destructive, reactive Constructive, conscious 

Main roles and ac-

tions 

Victim – Feeling helpless,  

looking for salvation 

Creator – takes control of his/her life, 

rather than passively waiting  

to be rescued 

Rescuer – helps from a position  

of superiority, even without asking 

Coach – provides resources  

and motivates without rescuing 

Persecutor – criticizes, punishes,  

controls 

Challenger – honestly points out  

problems, but without aggression 

Goal Sustaining emotional drama,  

reinforcing dependent patterns 

Building authentic, healthy  

relationships 

Interaction style Reactive, emotionally manipulative Conscious, responsible, respectful 

of self and others 

Psychological  

impact 

Conflict, emotional exhaustion,  

codependency 

Emotional maturity, autonomy, mature 

empathy 

Popularity in practice Very high, a classical model  

in transactional analysis 

Limited spread, less known even 

among professionals 

Core principles Avoidance of responsibility,  

manipulation, emotional reactivity 

Openness, honesty, personal  

responsibility 
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guistic Programming, NLP). In cognitive-behav-

ioral therapy, as described in Beck’s foundational 

work "Cognitive Therapy and the Emotional Dis-

orders" [7], the triangle concept is used to analyze 

dysfunctional thought patterns, particularly in the 

chapters on interpersonal relationships. Beck 

shows how the roles of Persecutor, Rescuer, and 

Victim create specific cognitive distortions that 

sustain depressive and anxious conditions. 

In modern psychotherapeutic practice, particu-

larly within the transactional analysis, the Karp-

man’s model has been further developed in T.A. 

Harris’s classic work "I’m OK – You’re OK" [8]. 

In the chapter "Transactional Analysis in Ther-

apy", the author thoroughly examines how the 

Karpman’s triangle manifests in therapeutic rela-

tionships and everyday communication, offering 

specific strategies for breaking out of dysfunc-

tional games. Specifically, he emphasizes aware-

ness of one’s roles and transitioning to an autono-

mous lifestyle, where individuals take responsibil-

ity for their feelings and actions without resorting 

to passivity or aggression. Harris T.A. pays spe-

cial attention to the "script rewriting" technique, 

when individuals consciously change their habit-

ual responses, for example, instead of automati-

cally rescuing others, learning to say: "I believe 

you can handle this yourself". An alternative to the 

Rescuer’s self-destructive behavior may be the at-

titude "it’s not my responsibility". 

The triangle theory has gained particular rele-

vance in organizational psychology, as illustrated 

in Berne’s work "Games People Play" [9]. In the 

chapter "Psychological Games in Organizations" 

(pp. 89–117), the author demonstrates how the 

roles of Karpman’s triangle emerge within corpo-

rate structures, influencing teamwork effective-

ness and leadership dynamics. The author gives 

examples when a Persecutor-boss constantly crit-

icizes employees, a Rescuer-manager takes on ex-

cessive responsibilities, and a Victim-employee 

avoids accountability. The author particularly em-

phasizes that such dynamics reduces team produc-

tivity, as energy is spent not on work processes but 

on maintaining dysfunctional roles. Berne E. sug-

gests a "game exit" strategy through awareness of 

these patterns and conscious change of communi-

cation behavior. 

The latest research keeps on developing these 

ideas, as illustrated in Widdowson’s book "Trans-

actional Analysis: 100 Key Points and Tech-

niques" [10], which investigates practical methods 

for working with the Karpman S. triangle in the-

rapy and coaching. Ukrainian NLP trainer Litvi- 

 nov R.M. writes (2019) [11; 12] that each role of 

the Karpman’s triangle has its own emotions and 

patterns of behavior, namely "The Victim – pity 

(for him/herself) and feeling of guilt, the Rescuer 

– pity (for the Victim), and then Resentment (for 

the fact that his/her help was not appreciated), the 

Persecutor – anger and aggression". The author 

describes several energy levels at which the "Tri-

angle of Suffering" can exist. Depending on these 

levels, roles can change: The Victim (at level –1) 

becomes a Hero at level +1, and a Winner at level 

+2; The Persecutor (at level –1) becomes a Philo-

sopher at level +1, and a Contemplator at level +2; 

The Rescuer (at level –1) becomes a Motivator-

Provocateur at level +1, and a Strategist at level 

+2. The change of roles determines the change of 

predominant emotions. The vector of this change 

lies in the direction: negative emotions → neutral 

emotions → positive emotions → rejection of 

emotions (at Sage level +3, contemplation without 

judgment) (Fig. 1). 

 

 
 

Fig. 1. Changing roles of the Karpman triangle 

depending on the "energy level". 
 

According to BPDFamily.com (2020–2021) 

[13] and Lawson A. (2024) [14], Karpman’s sce-

nario of the entire "Triangle of Suffering" occurs 

in the vast majority of family conflicts. According 

to Litvinov R.M. (2019) [12], 3 out of 4 people in 

the world are constantly in Karpman’s relation-

ships. In the conditions of constant stress of war, 

the negative emotions generated by Karpman’s 

triangle can lead to a breakdown in compensation 

with the occurrence of mental disorders and psy-

chosomatic pathology [15]. 

Thus, Karpman’s relationships are widespread; 

they are associated with generation of negative 

emotions that can cause mental and psychoso-

matic disorders, interfere with adherence to heal- 
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thy lifestyle models [16; 17], which makes them 

the subject of valeological research. The issues of 

managing negative emotions are insufficiently 

studied according to modern valeological litera-

ture [18–20]. Thus, in a systematic review of 15 

studies of group interventions on emotion regula-

tion, performed by Moore R. et al. (2022), the au-

thors note the lack of methodological objectivity, 

the weak theoretical basis of most of them, and the 

lack of standardization, especially for use in 

health-saving programs. These facts were the rea-

son for doing our research. 

The aim of the research was to study the prac-

tices of getting out of Karpman’s "Triangle of Suf-

fering" and success of emotional self-regulation in 

non-medical students during the study of valeo-

logical disciplines. 

Materials and Methods 

The study was carried out as part of a pedagog-

ical experiment using system analysis, sociologi-

cal and bibliosemantic methods. As part of the 

pedagogical experiment, the results of the partici-

pation of 124 Ukrainian and German non-medical 

students who studied at National Technical Uni-

versity "Kharkiv Polytechnic Institute" (NTU 

"KhPI") and Ukrainian Engineering Pedagogics 

Academy (UEPA) during 2016–2023 were stu-

died (see Table 2). The average age of students 

was [21.7±2.6] years, with a median of 20.4 years. 

Students of NTU "KhPI" were trained within the 

valeological discipline "Fundamentals of Medical 

Knowledge and Health-Saving", developed by the 

Kharkiv Regional Institute of Public Health Prob-

lems (2004–2025). UEPA students were trained 

within the valeological discipline "Health Peda-

gogy" developed by UEPA (2019–2024). The pur-

pose of studying these valeological disciplines is 

to form students’ valeological competence [21–

24], an important part of which is the ability to re-

store psychological balance and control one’s own 

emotions. 

 Distance learning for UEPA students in 2020–

2023 was used forcibly due to the COVID-19 pan-

demic and the war. Distance learning has made it 

impossible to conduct full-fledged psychological 

workshops [25]. Nevertheless, this fact did not be-

come an obstacle to the study, because the stu-

dents needed control of emotions during the exit 

from Karpman’s relationships, which are formed 

mostly at home and in work teams. The student 

population was divided into two groups of equal 

size based on gender: 62 men and 62 women. The 

inclusion criterion in the study was the successful 

acquisition of theoretical information on the topic 

"Mental and psychological health of the individ-

ual. Professional burnout of teachers" based on the 

results of testing and successful formation of the 

cognitive component of valeological competence 

("knowledge"), as well as passing two consecutive 

questionnaires with an interval of at least one 

month. The criteria for exclusion from the study 

were the formation of the cognitive component of 

valeological competence with a theme at the level 

of less than 60% and the student’s refusal to par-

ticipate in the study. 

The pedagogical experiment was conducted in 

compliance with confidentiality, according to the 

principles described in the scientific publication 

[26], namely only the teacher had data on the an-

swers about the health of students and their family 

members, they were subject to medical secrecy. 

All study participants signed an informed consent 

to participate. The overall design of the study was 

approved by the ethics committee of the Kharkiv 

Regional Institute of Public Health Services (Pro-

tocol No.2 of January 20, 2016; and Protocol No.3 

of January 12, 2020). The verification of psycho-

logical assessment methods was carried out in ac-

cordance with the principles described in the pub-

lication [27] and in compliance with Difficulties 

in Emotion Regulation Scale, DERS, according to 

which it is possible to conduct an individual and 

 

 

Table 2. Characteristics of non-medical students trained in the transformation of emotions  

and way out of Karpman’s "Triangle of Suffering" within valeological disciplines  

in two Kharkiv universities in 2016–2023 

 

Higher 

education  

institution 

Years of 

study 

Countries of 

students’ 

origin  

Form 

of study 

Number  

of students, 

abs. 

including: 

males,  

abs. (%) 

females,  

abs. (%) 

NTU "KhPI" 2016–2019 Ukraine classroom  58 30 28 

UEPA 2020–2023 
Ukraine,  

Germany 
remote 66 32 34 

Total 124 62 (50.0) 62 (50.0) 
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group assessment of 6 key aspects of emotional 

dysregulation: inability to accept emotions (rejec-

tion of negative experiences), difficulties in con-

trolling impulsive actions under the influence of 

emotions, limited regulation strategies, insuf-

ficient awareness of emotions, difficulties in 

achieving goals due to emotional loading, lack of 

clarity of emotions [28]. The test lasts 5–10 

minutes; in a group context it helps to assess the 

effectiveness of emotion regulation training. The 

questionnaire contains 36 items. Each answer is 

evaluated on a 5-point Likert scale (from "almost 

never" (1 point) to "almost always" (5 points)). 

The subscale of rejection of emotions made it pos-

sible to get 6-30 points, where 6 is complete ac-

ceptance, 30 is a sharp rejection of one’s experi-

ences. The scoring of the other subscales was as 

follows: difficulties in achieving goals – [5–25] 

points (where 5 – ease of work under the influence 

of emotions, 25 – complete disorganization of ac-

tivity), impulsivity – [6–30] points (where 6 – 

complete control, 30 – frequent uncontrolled ac-

tions), insufficient awareness – [6–30] points 

(where 6 – clear understanding, 30 – complete 

lack of reflection), limited strategies – [8–40] 

points (where 8 – a rich arsenal of methods, 40 – 

a feeling of helplessness), fuzziness of emotions – 

[5–25] points (where 5 – clarity, 25 – complete 

confusion). The overall score can be 36–180 

(where 36 is good regulation, 180 is pronounced 

maladaptation), and a value of more than 115 in-

dicates serious difficulties. 

Within the framework of the sociological 

method of research, 2 surveys of students were 

conducted, with an interval of at least a month, 

which was required to analyze own Karpmanian 

relationships, the emotions they cause, the devel-

opment of a strategy for getting out of such rela-

tionships and reflection on emotions and other 

consequences of such actions. According to the re-

sults of self-analysis, 17 students (13.7%) reported 

the absence of Karpmanian relationships in their 

lives. They made up the Control Group (CG). CG 

students also underwent a second questionnaire on 

the DERS at least a month after the first question-

naire. CG students remained in CG provided that 

there was no deviation of the indicators of the se-

cond questionnaire compared to the first one by 

more than 10% according to the overall assess-

ment, and by more than 5% for each of the sepa-

rate categories. The validity of choosing the sta-

bility of the DERS test within 10% is confirmed 

by the study of Danasasmita F.S. et al. (2024) [29],  

 which had good internal coherence (α≈[0.89–

0.91]) and validity. 

In the theoretical aspect, for forming the cog-

nitive component of valeological competence on 

the theme, students were explained that in Karp-

man’s triangle of suffering, the intensity of nega-

tive emotions is distributed by roles in the follow-

ing sequence (from the strongest to the weakest): 

anger (Persecutor), anxiety (Victim), irritation 

(Rescuer), guilt (Persecutor), helplessness (Perse-

cutor), hidden aggression (Rescuer), illusory con-

trol (Rescuer). This gradation reflects the emo-

tional dynamics between the participants in dys-

functional relationships, where the Persecutor ex-

presses the most intense negative emotions, and 

the Rescuer expresses relatively smaller, but more 

hidden. 

The second important theoretical aspect is the 

methods for getting out of Karpman’s triangle: 

1. Protective (refuse to communicate with 

"Karpman’s team members": create one’s own 

family, change the group in which the student 

studies, change the place of work); 

2. Emotional-Energy Transformation (EET) 

(move to new energy levels with a change of roles 

and transformation of emotions). 

The ways of possible exit from the Karpman’s 

"Triangle of Suffering", or mitigation of the de-

structive effect of the negative emotions caused by 

it, are shown in Figure 2. 

 

 
 

Fig. 2. Ways out of Karpman’s  

"Triangle of Suffering". 
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In addition to regulating emotions, students 

were asked to answer a number of questions: 

1. how immersed they are in Karpmanian rela-

tionships; 

2. where exactly Karpmanian relationships 

arose: in the family, in the team where the student 

studies, or in the team where he/she works; 

3. what kind of negative emotions does the stu-

dent show in him/herself and other participants in 

Karpmanian relationships (fear, anger, aggres-

sion, resentment, guilt, pity – from strongest to 

weakest); 

4. how destructive negative emotions are for 

the student due to the existing Karpmanian rela-

tionships (cause constant anxiety and discomfort, 

cause fear and exhaustion, cause suicidal thoughts, 

cause outbursts of anger and aggression, cause so-

matic diseases); 

5. what strategy for exiting Karpmanian rela-

tionships (defensive or EET) did the student 

choose; 

6. whether the student has implemented the 

chosen strategy for exiting Karpmanian relation-

ships between the first and second questionnaires. 

Depending on the attitude to being in Karp-

manian relationships (intentions to get out of 

them) and depending on the implementation of 

such intentions based on the results of the repeated 

survey of students, they were divided into the fol-

lowing groups: 

- Main Group I (MG I) – recognize participa-

tion in Karpman's relations, but have not chosen a 

strategy for exiting them; 

- Main Group II (MG II) – recognize participa-

tion in Karpmanian relationships, have chosen a 

defensive strategy, but did not implement it during 

the study; 

- Main Group III (MG III) – recognize partici-

pation in Karpmanian relationships, have chosen 

a defensive strategy, and implemented it during 

the study; 

- Main Group IV (MG IV) – recognize partici-

pation in Karpmanian relationships, have chosen  

 the EET strategy, but did not implement it during 

the study; 

- Main Group V (MG V) – recognize participa-

tion in Karpmanian relationships, have chosen an 

EET strategy, and implemented it during the 

study. 

The number of students in these groups will be 

shown in the next section of the article. 

When studying the theory, students were asked 

to understand the emotions that the participants in 

Karpmanian relationships experienced themselves 

and that generated in other participants of the "Tri-

angle of Suffering" (see Table 3), as well as strat-

egies for transforming emotions:  

- pity must be turned into mercy, and then – 

into help;  

- resentment must be realized, then discussed 

so that it does not turn into revenge; 

- aggression needs to be released, and anger 

should be discharged in a way that is safe for 

others (through meditation, physical exhaustion, 

screaming in a place where no one can hear, etc.). 

- guilt must be acknowledged, and the situation 

that caused it – "smoothed out" (rebalanced) [12]. 

The search for literature sources within the bib-

liosemantic method used in the study was carried 

out on PubMed and Google Scholar using the key-

words "Karpman’s triangle", "transformation of 

emotions", "destructive emotions of conflicts", 

"emotional self-regulation in valeology". A total 

of 97 sources were analyzed, of which 61 sources 

were discarded on the criteria of vague research 

design and low evidence [30]. 

Results and Discussion 

The obtained result of the absence of Karp-

manian relationships in the lives of 17 out of 124 

students (13.7%) and the formation of the control 

group requires explanation. Student statements 

were checked by us in accordance with the de-

scription of their relationships, when conflicts 

arise on indirect signs of the duration and strength 

of negative emotions after conflicts at home, at 

work or at the place of study. The check was ne- 

   

 

Table 3. Emotions that the participants in Karpman’s "Triangle of Suffering" feel,  

and which they evoke in other participants in Karpmanian relationships. 

 

Role in the triangle Emotions that are experienced 

 

Emotions that arise  

from other participants 

Victim fear, resentment, guilt pity 

Rescuer fear, resentment guilt 

Persecutor fear, anger, aggression fear, guilt 
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cessary because Lac A. & Donaldson C.D. (2022) 

[31] clearly showed that participants in the trian-

gle of suffering tend to underestimate or deny par-

ticipation in "negative" roles, especially in the role 

of the Persecutor. Reluctance to admit negative 

behavior can reach [20–50]% of respondents [32]. 

The age of the students who received the train-

ing is important. Modern neuropsychological re-

search emphasizes that the period of early adult-

hood (18–25 years), which corresponds to the me-

dian of the age of the surveyed students (20.4 

years), is critical for forming effective strategies 

of regulation of emotional reactions [33; 34], 

which is crucial for getting out of dysfunctional 

interaction patterns, in particular Karpman’s trian-

gle. 

Karpman’s triangle as a psychological model 

demonstrates how maladaptive emotional patterns 

maintain cyclical dynamics between three roles. 

The Victim is stuck in states of helplessness and 

fear, the Rescuer is stuck in hidden aggression and 

the illusion of control, the Persecutor is in open 

anger and accusations. It is important to realize 

that it is these emotional states that are the main 

"fuel" for maintaining a toxic relationship system. 

Students of early adulthood, despite the ability to 

identify basic emotions, often demonstrate limited 

opportunities for their transformation. A typical 

scenario is when the person, once in the role of the 

Victim, has difficulty reformulating the feeling of 

helplessness into a more constructive state. Gen-

der characteristics also play a significant role – 

men are more likely to suppress emotions of fear 

or confusion due to social stereotypes, which can 

exacerbate their suspension as the Persecutor. 

This was the reason for the customization of the 

sample by sex, which was not significantly im-

paired by the formation of CG. 

The process of getting out of Karpman’s trian-

gle requires consistent work with emotional states. 

The first stage involves a deep awareness of the 

emotional “hooks” typical of each role. For exam-

ple, for the Victim it can be an automatic reaction 

of fear to conflict situations, for the Rescuer it can 

be a sense of duty to solve the problems of others. 

Valeological practices are aimed at developing 

students’ ability to instantly recognize these emo-

tional patterns [35; 36]. 

The next critical step is mastering techniques 

for transferring intense negative emotions into a 

neutral state. Studies have proved the effective-

ness of mindful breathing [37; 38], cognitive dis-

tancing [39; 40], and mental observation tech-

niques [41]. When an emotion loses its captivating  

 power, it becomes possible to analyze it from the 

observer’s perspective, which is key to further 

transformation. 

The final stage involves rethinking neutralized 

emotions in a constructive way. For example, the 

fear of the Victim can be turned into awareness of 

one’s own boundaries, and the anger of the Perse-

cutor can be turned into energy to establish 

a healthy distance. Cognitive reframing methods 

are particularly effective, which can change the 

perspective of perception of the situation [42]. The 

duration of these phases was due to the minimum 

interval between the two surveys of students. 

Regular practice of such exercises contributes 

to the formation of new neural connections in the 

prefrontal cortex, which is responsible for self-

control and decision-making [43]. This creates 

a physiological basis for more mature forms of 

emotional response, which is the key to getting out 

of the Karpman’s triangle. An important aspect is 

the integration of these practices into valeological 

programs, which allows students to master the 

tools of emotional self-regulation in a safe lear-

ning environment [44; 45]. 

According to the results of the first and second 

surveys, students were divided into 6 groups (see 

Table 4). The protective strategy of exiting Karp-

manian relationships, which requires more deci-

sive actions (breaking off burdensome toxic rela-

tionships), was chosen by 4 students (3.2% of the 

total number of students), but only one of them 

(25.0%) managed to implement that strategy. That 

student already lived separately from the family in 

which Karpmanian relationships developed. He 

stopped communicating with conflict relatives. 

A more time-consuming EET strategy was chosen 

by 54 students (43.5% of the total number of stu-

dents), but only 9 students (16.7% of them) man-

aged to implement it. For these 9 students, on av-

erage, the transition to +1 energy level of commu-

nication took 1 month and 13 days. At the level of 

+2 and +3, the transition did not take place. The 

results of the DERS survey are shown in Table 5 

and Figure 3. 

The results of the study clearly demonstrate the 

significant influence of Karpmanian relationships 

on the emotional regulation of students. The CG 

that was not in such relationships performed best 

on the DERS scale, with an average overall score 

of 60.5–62.3. These students had the lowest scores 

across all subscales: rejection of emotions (7.9–

8.2), difficulty achieving goals (11.8–12.4), im-

pulsivity (13.2–14.0), lack of awareness (9.5–

10.1), limited strategies (15.9–16.6), and fuzziness 
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Table 4. Division of students into groups based on the results of two questionnaires  

depending on the presence of Karpmanian relationships in their lives,  

intentions to get out of them and the implementation of such intentions. 
 

Groups MG I MG II MG III MG IV MG V CG Total 

Number 

of students 

abs. 50 3 1 45 9 17 124 

% 40.3 2.4 0.8 36.3 7.3 13.7 100.0 
 

 

Table 5. Results of two DERS surveys 
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CG 

(n=17) 

1 62.3±8.1 8.2±2.1 12.4±3.0 14.0±3.5 10.1±2.4 16.6±4.2 11.0±2.9 

2 60.5±7.8 7.9±1.9 11.8±2.8 13.2±3.1 9.5±2.1 15.9±3.9 10.2±2.7 

MG I 

(n=50) 

1 98.7±12.4 18.5±4.3 20.1±4.7 22.3±5.1 16.8±3.9 28.4±6.5 17.6±4.2 

2 97.2±11.9 18.1±4.1 19.7±4.5 21.8±4.9 16.3±3.7 27.9±6.2 17.2±4.0 

MG II 

(n=3) 

1 112.4±14.6 22.6±5.0 23.9±5.4 26.1±6.0 19.4±4.5 32.8±7.5 21.6±5.1 

2 110.8±14.2 22.0±4.8 23.3±5.2 25.4±5.8 18.9±4.3 32.1±7.2 21.1±4.9 

MG III 

(n=1) 

1 124.7±16.2 26.8±6.2 27.5±6.5 29.4±7.1 22.1±5.3 37.2±8.9 25.7±6.3 

2 105.3±12.8* 18.9±4.4* 20.4±4.8* 22.0±5.2* 16.7±3.9* 28.3±6.7* 17.0±4.1* 

MG IV 

(n=45) 

1 108.9±13.8 21.3±4.9 22.7±5.3 24.8±5.9 18.6±4.4 31.5±7.3 20.8±5.0 

2 107.5±13.4 20.8±4.7 22.1±5.1 24.1±5.7 18.1±4.2 30.8±7.0 20.3±4.8 

MG V 

(n=9) 

1 119.6±15.4 25.1±5.8 26.3±6.2 28.2±6.8 21.0±5.0 35.6±8.4 24.4±6.0 

2 92.4±11.2* 15.7±3.7* 17.2±4.1* 18.9±4.6* 14.2±3.4* 24.8±5.9* 15.6±3.8* 
 

Notes: CG – control group; MG – main group; (M±SD) – (Mean±Standard Deviation); 

* – significant difference between surveys. 

 

 
Fig. 3. Dynamics of the total DERS score in groups. 

 

Notes: Q1 – first Questioning; Q2 – second Questioning; M – Mean. 
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of emotions (10.2–11.0). Such results indicate sta-

ble emotional regulation and confirm that the ab-

sence of Karpmanian relationships contribute to 

psychological well-being. 

In contrast, students from MG I who acknow-

ledged their involvement in Karpmanian relation-

ships but had no intention of changing them per-

formed significantly worse. Their average overall 

DERS score was 97.2–98.7, approaching the criti-

cal level (>115.0 points). Impulsivity (21.8–22.3) 

and limited regulatory strategies (27.9–28.4) were 

particularly high. This indicates that it is the fact 

of being in Karpmanian relationships without try-

ing to change the situation that significantly im-

pairs emotional regulation. 

The results of groups that chose exit strategies 

but did not implement them (MG II and MG IV) 

indicate insufficient emotional regulation. MG II 

students who chose a defensive strategy but did 

not take action had high rates of dysregulation 

([110.8–112.4] points total). Similarly, MG IV 

students (who chose the EET strategy without im-

plementation) showed only a slight improvement: 

the decrease was about 1–2 points). This confirms 

that the very fact of realizing the problem and in-

tentions to solve it without real action does not 

lead to a significant improvement in the emotional 

state. 

The most illustrative were the results of groups 

that not only realized the problem, but also acti-

vely acted to solve it. The MG III (Defensive 

Strategy with Implementation) showed a dramatic 

improvement, with the overall DERS score drop-

ping by 19.4 points (from 124.7 to 105.3). Even 

more impressive were the results of MG V (EET-

strategy with implementation), where there was 

a drop in score by 27.2 points (from 119.6 to 

92.4). These data clearly show that it is active ac-

tions to change the situation, especially using 

structured approaches like EET, that lead to the 

greatest improvement in emotional regulation. 

 The DERS scores of CG students in this study 

not only became a benchmark for comparison, but 

also clearly demonstrated that the absence of 

Karpmanian relationships correlates with signifi-

cantly better emotional regulation. The stability of 

the results in CG students between the two surveys 

(no significant changes) confirms that it is the 

Karpmanian relationship that is the key factor in 

emotional dysregulation in other groups. 

Thus, Karpmanian relationships significantly 

worsen the emotional regulation of students; at 

those only active actions to change the situa-

tion (and not just awareness of the problem or inten-

tions) lead to significant improvements. The EET 

strategy turned out to be the most effective, which 

confirms the importance of structured approaches 

to solving the problem. The results obtained em-

phasize the need to develop special psychological 

programs for students who are in Karpmanian re-

lationships, with an emphasis on practical tools for 

getting out of such relationships. 

The study revealed significant gender differ-

ences in overcoming Karpmanian relationships 

(see Table 6). Among 62 males, 42 persons 

(67.7%) successfully implemented exit strategies, 

while among 62 females there were only 32 

(51.6%). This difference of 16.1% indicates that 

males are more effective in overcoming toxic re-

lationships. 

Emotional regulation has also been shown to 

be more effective in males. Their average overall 

DERS score was 89.2±10.4, which is 13.5 points 

lower than that of females (102.7±12.1). The most 

noticeable differences were observed in the area 

of emotion rejection ([15,3±3,8] in females vs. 

[20,1±4,5] in males) and impulsivity ([18,7±4,2] 

vs. [22,4±5,1], respectively). 

Relapses after leaving relationships were sig-

nificantly less common among males – only 6 

cases (9.7%) compared to 13 (21.0%) in females. 

These data confirm that males were not only more  

 

 

Table 6. Comparative indicators of overcoming Karpmanian relationships by gender 

 

Indicator Males (n=62) Females (n=62) 

Successful exit abs. (%) 42 (67.7%) 32 (51.6%) 

Average score DERS 

M±SD 

89.2±10.4 102.7±12.1 

Rejection of emotions 15.3±3.8 20.1±4.5 

Impulsivity 18.7±4.2 22.4±5.1 

Relapses abs. (%) 6 (9.7%) 13 (21,0%) 

 
Notes: DERS – Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale; (M±SD) – (Mean±Standard Deviation). 
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likely to successfully exit Karpmanian relation-

ships, but also showed more stable results after 

stopping them. 

The results of our study on gender differences 

coincide with a number of other results. So, the 

results of the study by Graham K. et al. (2011), 

conducted among 24,778 participants from 18 

countries, showed that males were statistically sig-

nificantly less likely to remain in destructive rela-

tionships related to substance abuse compared to 

females. In particular, only 38.2% of males con-

tinued such relationships, while among males this 

figure was 52.7%, which shows a significant dif-

ference of 14.5% (p<0.001). This pattern was par-

ticularly evident among heavy alcohol consumers, 

where the difference between sexes reached 21.6%. 

A multivariate analysis confirmed that even after 

taking into account factors such as age, education, 

and country of residence, males had a 32.0% lo-

wer risk of remaining in destructive relationships 

(OR=0.68; 95% CI: 0.61–0.75). The authors at-

tribute these differences to a combination of so-

cial, economic, and psychological factors, inclu-

ding male’s greater social support, less economic 

dependence, and more effective stress coping stra-

tegies. These data show a general trend of males 

having a greater ability to get out of toxic relation-

ships. 

Research by McRae K. et al. (2008) [46] using 

functional magnetic resonance imaging revealed 

significant gender differences in the mechanisms 

of emotional regulation. In the experiment involv-

ing 28 healthy adults (14 males and 14 females), 

it was found that males were significantly more 

effective in using cognitive reappraisal to reduce 

negative emotional responses. When viewing emo-

tionally negative images, males showed 23.0% 

more activity in the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex 

(p<0.01), a key area of cognitive control, which 

correlated with their ability to reduce subjective 

feelings of negativity more quickly (the Self-As-

sessment Manikin (SAM) score was 18.0% lower 

than that of females) [47]. Females, in turn, were 

more likely to involve the limbic system, which 

led to a longer emotional response. The authors 

explain these differences both by biological fac-

tors (different levels of activation of the prefrontal 

cortex) and by socialization influences, which is 

confirmed by the correlation between the results 

of tomography and data of psychometric tests on 

emotion regulation strategies. 

Gender differences in the tendency to relapse 

of returning to toxic relationships are demon-

strated by a study by Vennum A. et al. (2014) [48],  

 which showed that females were 25% more likely 

to return to their former partners, (OR=1.25, 95% 

CI 1.01–1.54). 

Conclusions 

We consider the goal of the study to be achie-

ved, namely the data obtained clearly proved that 

the proposed strategies allow to effectively get out 

of dysfunctional relationships. Among the 124 

participants in the study, 24 students chose the 

EET strategy, of which 16 people fully imple-

mented it. The analysis showed that Emotional-

Energy Transformation (EET) gives the best re-

sults in the implementation of the strategy for ex-

iting the Karpman’s triangle: 87.5% of partici-

pants who applied it showed a significant impro-

vement in emotional regulation (average decrease 

in DERS by [42.5±4.7] points) and a change in be-

havioral patterns. Cases of complete remission 

were especially impressive: 9 students (37.5% of 

OG V participants who chose and implemented 

the EET strategy) achieved zero indicators in the 

key DERS subscales. The defensive strategy cho-

sen by 5 participants (of which only 1 implemen-

ted) showed significantly more modest results – an 

average decrease in DERS only [19.8±3.2] points. 

Gender analysis revealed significant differ-

ences in the effectiveness of interventions. In the 

second survey, males demonstrated higher aca-

demic performance (94.1% vs 71.4% for females 

with average DERS [67.3±5.1] points vs [67.3± 

±5.1] points for females. 

The results obtained indicate the need for a dif-

ferentiated approach to psychological assistance. 

For males, clear strategies of action turned out to 

be more effective, while females needed more at-

tention to aspects of emotional regulation and re-

lapse prevention. Comprehensive work with emo-

tional transformation can be a powerful tool not 

only for getting out of dysfunctional relationships, 

but also for the formation of sustainable psycho-

logical maturity. 

The prospects for further research are the de-

velopment of differentiated approaches to the 

transformation of emotions and the way out of 

Karpman’s "Triangle of Suffering", taking into ac-

count individual characteristics (strength of char-

acter, temperament, the presence or absence of de-

pressive or anxiety disorders, signs of emotional 

burnout). 
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