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Il Abuse of power as conflict scenario. Stimulating protec-
tive attitudes and establishing protective structures.

Course in the context of the master studies: Ethics and Culture of
Crisis Communication

1 Course Description

The exercise of power over others — directly or indirectly — is often used as a strategy
to reach one’s aim. Sometimes those in charge avoid taking any action at all in order
to “solve” problems or conflicts. They ignore them. The course will expose the abuse
of power at all levels of the individual and the institution. The worst form of power abuse
is narcissistic abuse which at the same some marks the boundary of all communica-
tion. Several strategies will be presented that prevent abuse of power before it happens
or limit its effects.

Aims: The course

» Sheds a light on professional ethics regarding co-responsibility, objectivity
and professionality;

» Provides criteria for analysing the multifactorial and multi-layered truth;

» Helps to evaluate abuse of power as a conflict scenario resulting from disre-
spect for the person and from abusive communication and distorted truth,

» Confronts with a personality disorder (narcissists) playing a crucial role in
conflict scenarios as in this extreme case, deviation of normal thinking, feel-
ing and acting can be illustrated.

2 Required Texts

All required course materials will be made available on the online learning system or
in the central publications. The texts should be read in advance and serve as a funda-
ment for our common discussion. For the essay at the end of the course, students
should also use two academic articles of their choice.

Some central chapters are taken from:
Wulf, Claudia Mariéle: Narcissists are everywhere. Lumen Cordium 2025.

3 Recommended Text

Recommended readings according to the schedule will be indicated on the course
website.

4 Evaluation

30% for the participation and the vivid discussion during the lessons which will show
whether the students are well prepared and able to reflect and apply the content read
so far. Students can be present online (visibly participating) or, in case, in person. 70%
for the written evaluation of 10 pages (mere text, academic essay) at the end of the
course, which reflects the content of the classes and the additional readings (articles
or a book). The essay should deal with the criteria of working scientifically provided
during the course. Criteria for the evaluation of the paper will be provided. The essay
should be handed in by a determined date.
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5 Course Format

This course involves a variety of individual activities and may be followed at a distance,
synchronous. In case of asynchronous participation, students ask for permission and
provide a summary of the lesson. The activities include: (1) a careful study of course
material that is used as fundament of the discussion, guided by the professor; (2) per-
sonal reflection on the subject matter of each unit, (3) reading the chapters provided
by the professor before each session and (4) informed discussion during the (online)
discussion.

> Reflection: students are encouraged to keep a notebook in which they write
down their reflections. This component is aimed at the integration of the material
on the individual level within the specific context of the student.

» Read: Each class will include preparing readings, selected from the provided
sources. These readings aim at a profound understanding of the topic. For the
essay, students choose two articles or a book to read in order to deepen under-
standing of the course; this understanding will be elaborated in an essay.

» Discussion: modules consist of vivid discussions that invoke reflections on the
course material. Students are invited to give their responses and reflections in
class or during the online-course. This is why direct participation is crucial.

6 General Course Outline

Dates Topic and Learning Objectives
9 May 2026 1 The layers of the persons and the forms of abuse
online The abuse of power attacks the victim on different levels of the per-

sonality. In order to detect this kind of abuse, the complexity of the
person must be seen. The power of the powerful goes mostly along
with the dependency of others who become vulnerable by depend-
ency — in addition to their personal vulnerability. Rare, closed, inter-
dependent and exclusive institutions are highly risky in this regard.
This leads to a permanent conflict potential which often has a strong
on the actual conflict.

Text: added materiall

The participants will understand that
e That the abuse of power can hit a person on several levels,
e That persons in charge of wellbeing and constructive work
relationships must respect all levels;
e That human dignity is at risks if one is overpowered.
The participants will be able to
e Detect safeguarding risks,
e Evaluate problematic thinking and acting;
e Analyze cases according to the provided criteria.
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9 May 2026
online

2 Co-responsibility

One way to avoid conflicts is clear co-responsibility. The person in
charge respects the resources of the collaborators. He/she dele-
gates the tasks and gives competence to those taking them over.
Transparency stands central and a clear aim. Then co-responsibility
will contribute to common growth.

Most institutions have several levels of responsibility; in some or-
ganizations, a steep and strict hierarchy contributes to vulnerability
as the levels are separated from each other. The lower-level author-
ity can block the communication about the conflict on lower level
and victims cannot reach out to help. Communication channels
must be opened for all to name the conflict and to find help.

Text 1: Narcissists are everywhere, 4.3.3]
Text 2: added material

Participants will understand that
e There are clear criteria for co-responsibility;
e Neglecting these criteria will lead to conflicts;
e Co-responsibility is one of the means to reach growth in an
institution.
Participants will be able to
e Detect the criteria for co-responsibility in a concrete case;
¢ Understand how the lack of co-responsibility contributed to a
conflict;
e Solve conflicts by the means of co-responsibility.

9 May 2026
online

3 Professionality

Until now, personal relationships have been examined. Now, the
relationship to the assignment is reflected upon. Three things are
important for the ethical attitude: professional expertise, which man-
ifests itself in (1) substantive professionalism (theology), (2) profes-
sionalism in mediation (pedagogy and psychology), (3) sociological
professionalism (sociology); then there is organizational profession-
alism, which in turn comprises two basic attitudes: (4) choosing the
right priority and (5) objectivity; and finally (6) ensuring profession-
alism through training and also by respecting one's own limits.
Professionality is orientated to a sober way of acting. This avoids
conflicts or existing conflicts can be stopped by falling back to ob-
jectivity.

Text: added material

Participants will understand that
e Professionality is a sober attitude;
e The rules of professionality can contain conflicts;
e The content must be understood and translated in a way that
it becomes existentially relevant.
Participants will be able to:

3
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¢ Reflect their own professionality;
¢ Know the limits of their professional knowledge
e Discern their professional tasks and their responsibility.

9 May 2026 4 Objectivity
online In war, truth is the first victim. This famous saying is true in the pro-
fessional context, where truth is suppressed and objectivity is lost
in conflicts. In this context, some discernment is necessary.
Objectivity is a very high good in order to understand where conflicts
come from and how they can be calmed down. It the most important
mean to understand where abuse begins and how it can be
stopped.
Text: added materiall
Participants will understand that
¢ Objectivity can contribute to clarifying the situation of conflict;
¢ The different levels of truth have an impact on how a situation
is lived;
e Living beyond the truth destroys meaning.
Participants will be able to:
e Describe the role of finding the truth by conflict solving strat-
egies;
o Reflect their way of discernment and understanding of con-
tents they communicate to others;
e Develop an attitude of objectivity while solving a conflict and
sopping abuse.
23 May 2026 5 Layers in court cases
online Abuse cases and conflicts sometimes end up in court because legal

issues are involved (labor law, defamation, health and financial con-
sequences of abuse of power etc.). All layers that have been af-
fected or destroyed by the abuse must be taken into account in the
preparation and negotiation as well as in the decisions. Only then
can abuse be stopped and a conflict be completely resolved.

Text: added materiall

Participants will understand that
e Abuse is a comprehensive deed that touches all
layers of the personality;
e The effects are as comprehensive as the deed;
¢ Healing demands comprehensive compensation.
Participants will be able to
e Discern the different layers in concrete cases;
e Empathically feel how deeply and how long abuse may affect
a human life;
e Understand that no simple solution can restore justice.

4
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23 May 2026 6 The lack of conscience

online Our conscience is orientated towards laws: towards the outer law in
a broader sense, the (undeniable) reality, but also towards an inner
law: that which we are and which leads us, thus, our motivation.
This dual orientation characterizes the conscience. In traumatized
persons, however, the inner motivation is broken. They have lost
their freedom and their inner compass, so that the outer law ap-
pears in a sometimes biased light. — Narcissists have not activated
their conscience and, as a consequence, live without this crucial
function of moral judgement, following their own rules. They are a
speaking example for how abuse comes about.

Text: added material (article)

Participants will understand that
e alack of conscience bears the risk of insolvable conflicts,
e that an orientation is necessary in order to find a meaningful
way of co-existence,
e perpetrators have this attitude: to act without conscience.
Participants will be able to:
e observe the lack of conscience in situations of conflict,
¢ reflect their own way of thinking and acting,
e understand the danger emerging from persons without con-
science.

23 May 2026 7 Active abuse of power

online Conflicts rise if too much power is enacted on the persons in a less
powerful situation. This happens by exaggerated demands, by ma-
nipulations of information, by creating exclusive circles of power, by
micromanagement and by overpowering emotions. The power im-
balance can also be uses by the powerless who have their own
power: celebrating misery and “injustice”.

Text: added materiall

Participants will understand that
e power can be used in a meaningful way or in a way destroy-
ing meaning,
e power imbalance is a possible source of conflicts,
e conflicts are more difficult to solve if power is enacted in an
exaggerated and inadequate manner.
Participants will be able to:
o reflect the effects of active abuse of power,
e detect the imbalance of power and the conflict risks in con-
crete cases,
¢ find strategies to handle the imbalance and to empower the
weaker part.
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23 May 2026 8 Passive abuse of power

online Passive abuse of power is to refrain from using power where it
would be necessary to use it. The necessity here is determined by
what must be done to safeguard human dignity, by principles and
laws that are to be maintained and by the purpose that is to be
reached. The one abusing his power in a passive way neglects cen-
tral values, does not assume responsibility, does not communicate
in an adequate way, exempts him/herself from essential rules and
by that covers up the conflict without solving it.

Text: added material

Participants will understand that
e Passive abuse of power is as dangerous as the active abuse
of power;
e That passive abuse of power often hinders sincerely the con-
flict management;
e Passive abuse of power often leads to sincere cover up of
problems and to mor conflict potential.
Participants will be able to
o reflect the effects of passive abuse of power;
e detect the strategies of passive abuse of power in concrete
cases;
e develop strategies to stimulate active measures in case of
abuse of power.

6 June 2026 9 Abusive attitudes

online Ten attitudes in government must be respected and prevent from
conflicts or help in solving them:

(1) the awareness for the power game, the vulnerability and

the woundedness;

(2) the acceptance of an existing conflict,

(3) the acknowledgement of what has happened and must

be done,

(4) the accessibility of help and

(5) the possibility of anonymous reporting;

(6) the accompaniment of both conflict parties;

(7) clear accountability;

(8) accurate investigations on the problem;

(9) assertiveness in acting and

(10) the movement towards justice as well as the adjustment

of expectations.
Persons abusing power mostly pervert several of these attitudes.
In the context of abuse, the lack of accountability leads to abandon-
ing the victim; the lack of assertiveness results in neglect: Respon-
sible persons don’t assume accountability for solving the problems
or helping the victim.

Text: added material
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Participants will understand that

¢ the attitudes are relevant in avoiding conflicts;

e A clear Safeguarding policy is necessary for avoiding and
containing conflicts;

e Self commitment is one of the main resources in conflict
management;

e Accountability in conflicts is mainly only given by self com-
mitment to problem solving strategies.

e Independent correction by independent persons must be in-
stalled in all institutions;

Participants will be able to
e Define and discern the attitudes;
¢ Analyse cases by detecting the attitudes present or lacking;
e Describing the practical relevance of the attitudes in solving
conflicts;
e Stimulate accountability and assertiveness in a given case.

6 June 2026
online

10 Narcissistic abuse of power

The most preferable places for narcissists are power structures,
mainly hierarchic institutions with clear rules. They appear strong
though their main motivation is security. They structure their sur-
roundings in a specific way which is positive for those following
them without doubting them, but destructive, even devastating for
those questioning them. Their power game is often hidden, but ef-
fective. If narcissistic abuse is the core of a conflict, specific actions
must be taken as otherwise, narcissists destroy individuals and the
institution.

Text 1: Narcissists are everywhere, 5.2

Text 2: Conscience narcissists — recommended|

Text 3: Anima in se curvata — recommended

Text 4: added material|

Participants will understand that
e narcissism is a severe personality disorder;
o the effects of narcissistic abuse of power are serious;
o that there are clear signs for narcissistic abuse.
Participants will be able to
e Detect narcissistic abuse in concrete cases;
e Accept that normal strategies often fail in conflicts with nar-
cissists;
e That rulers, rules and reality are necessary to stop a conflict
with narcissists.
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6 June 2026 11 Narcissistic institutions

online Narcissists complete their work by creating narcissistic institutions.
In those, narcissists confirm mutually their construct of reality. Con-
flicts are not openly visible, but hidden as a culture of fear reigns.
Conflicts becoming visible are not solved as the group of narcissists
blame the victim(s) in a very effective way. Communication is not
possible. Here, new strategies must be found to stop the abuse.

Text: Narcissists are everywhere 4.3|

Participants will understand that

¢ Narcissists tend to shape institutions;

e conflicts are invisible, but serious in those institutions;

e narcissistic abuse and the culture of fear must be named.
Participants will be able to

e Explain how narcissistic institutions function;

¢ Detect the mechanisms in concrete cases;

e Develop solutions — if necessary, with higher authorities.

6 June 2026 12 In court — communication strategies and commu-
online nication obstacles

Conflicts in court unfold before, during and after a possible court
case. It is therefore important for a fair trial to know the strengths
and weaknesses of narcissistic perpetrators and their victims. Per-
petrators and their victims must be treated with appropriate wisdom
in court so that the proceedings are balanced and not (re-)trauma-
tizing for the victim. Such proceedings require psychological prepa-
ration, resolute follow-up and practical support (case manager).
They need the strong will of those responsible to actually take action
against the perpetrator. The focus here will be on court proceedings
in which people take legal action against people, such as divorce
proceedings, custody proceedings or labor law proceedings. This is
because it is less about a problem that can be proven with facts; it
is about the relationship between people.

Text: Narcissists are everywhere, chapter 6|

Participants will understand that
e Court cases are a culmination of a conflict;
e The two parties in court are not equal but different
in force and insight;
e Even in cases person against person, proof can be
found.
Participants will be able to
¢ Understand the importance of proof and what might become
relevant in course which leads to concrete steps in accom-
panying persons;
e See the dynamics during the complex procedure in court;
e Moderation orientated to proof might be a good alternative to
court procedures.




