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This essay  will highlight the ongoing issue of abuse in the UK, with focus on identifying the cycle of abuse from theorists such as Lenore Walker along with its relevance in understanding the patterns of abusive behaviour. The impact on its victims range from physical, emotional and psychological, including PTSD, depression and death. The reader will learn how the common cycles of abuse can be broken through certain strategies, with a specific focus on how early intervention methods such as regular screenings and community services can lower the overall rate of abuse across the UK. 

The cycle of abuse was first developed in 1979 by psychologist Lenore Walker and is used to identify common behavioural traits shown by abusers (CEP Probation, 2018). Introduced as part of the ‘battered woman syndrome’ Walker’s theory includes three key stages that he believes many violent relationships follow (Promising futures, 2024). The first stage is tension building, this includes tension being created between the abuser and victim over common household issues, these may include money, children or work (CEP Probation, 2018). In a survey conducted in 2023, 26% of respondents admitted to having arguments concerning money at least once a week, indicating that this is a common stress factor in most households (Aviva, 2023). When tension begins to rise in the household, the abuser often uses this as an opportunity start gaining control over the situation. In most cases, this will start with verbal abuse, used to persuade the victim to give into the abuser’s wants, in order to avoid any ongoing abuse. Although, the victim has the intention putting an end to the abuse, as tension continues to rise, this results in the violence turning physical. 

Violence stands as ‘actions that are intended or likely to hurt people or cause damage’ (Cambridge dictionary, 2024). This can be shown in 9 variations. During the ‘tension building’ stage of the cycle of abuse, both psychological and emotional violence are used. This is demonstrated in ways such as coercion and threats, or using certain language which emotionally affects the victim, such as making them feel worthless. The purpose of this is to make the victim feel as though they have no choice but to comply with the abuser, ultimately resulting in a loss of control (Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, 2014) . During the second stage of the cycle of abuse, the violence used turns physical. 

The second stage of the cycle of abuse is the ‘acute battering episode’, this includes an act of physical violence such as pushing, punching or sexual violence towards the victim. This is caused by a peak in tension for the abuser, caused by external factors, for example work, children, or other issues. Due to the nature of this stage, it often means that the episodes are unpredictable for the victim, as the violence is not triggered by their behaviour specifically. This is used as an attempt for the abuser to gain power and control over the victim, through inflicting fear, these periods can be short outbursts of violence or in other cases, continue for days, and will intensify as the cycle is repeated. This stage can often leave the victim feeling shocked, hurt but also blameworthy, resulting in them overcompensating to please the abuser, ultimately providing the abuser with the control and power they crave (DVSN, 2022). 

The third and final stage of the cycle is the ‘honeymoon phase’. Here the abuser attempts to reverse the effects of their behaviour. Remorse and regret is expressed, in hopes that the victim will begin to feel sympathetic towards them. The abuser will minimise the abuse and shift the blame onto the victim, often using reasonings such as ‘you weren’t saying the right thing’ whilst they expressed external stress factors (CEP Probation, 2018). This links in with an alternative stage that was not included in Walkers first theory which is the ‘denial stage’. The victim begins to believe that the abuse has not been extensive and questions whether they would be believed if they were to seek help, this is caused by gas lighting from the abuser . Once the victims sympathy has been gained, the abuser will  begin to express excessive amounts of love in order to strengthen their bond & attempt to convince the victim that this abuse will not take place again (DVSN, 2022). This behaviour often triggers a release of dopamine and oxytocin for the victim, allowing them to feel bonded with their partner and believe they are able to return to a ‘normal’ relationship. As a result of this, the victim is convinced that leaving the relationship is not necessary, these false promises build a foundation for the cycle to continue (Raypole, 2020). 

When looking at the impacts of this abuse on its victims, the most obvious is the physical impact, caused by violence. These include injuries that can be long lasting, or issues caused be sexual violence. Both physical and sexual violence can result in on going pain for the victim such as muscle pains/spasms. This in turn affects the victim’s ability to work, resulting in a loss of income (Louder than silence, 2024). As opposed to these long term affects, abuse can also lead to the death of the victim. Between the period of April 2022 to March 2023 242 deaths were recorded, relating to domestic violence. These include partner and family homicides (NPCC, 2024). This evidence suggests that the effects of this cycle remain catastrophic. 

Aswell as the physical effects, many domestic violence victims suffer with long term psychological issues. These can include PTSD, depression and anxiety caused by their abuse. In 2019, the overall effects of domestic abuse cost the healthcare system approximately £66 billion, of which £2.3 contributed towards mental health costs (Hackney health and wellbeing profile, 2024). These costs covered 86,780 hours of counselling for depression, 166,753 hours for anxiety, and 18,084 hours for fear (Jones, 2021). 

PTSD affects those who have experienced or witnessed a traumatic event, such as sexual assault or physical abuse, as demonstrated in this cycle. When dealing with this disorder, the victim can experience feelings of intense fear and suffer from sudden flashbacks. Due to this, their ability to engage in daily activities such as work, or social events can be affected. Although each victims experience of PTSD is unique it is common for these symptoms to continue for months, and in most cases, years. Ultimately having a long-term effect on the victims life (NHS, 2022). 

When focusing on how the cycle of abuse can be broken there are several methods to be acknowledged. Media campaigns, specifically social media allow information to be disbursed to a large population, quickly, which enhances its effectiveness. Campaigns such as #thisIsDV have been used to provide survivors with a voice and platform, ultimately raising awareness and normalising conversations surrounding leaving the cycle of abuse. Allowing victims to connect with survivors provides them the opportunity to see life beyond the abuse and encourages them to take the necessary steps to leave (Domestic Violence Awareness Project, 2021). 

Effective support systems assist in aiding victims to feel safe and stable when making their transition away from the abusive cycle. An accessible environment such as shelters, and safe housing will ensure the victim feels comfortable and reduce the chances of them returning to their abuser. Shelters offer an immediate escape from this behaviour and the victim will receive on-going support whilst being surrounded by other survivors to motivate them (Victim Support, 2024). 

Using the victim’s family as a support system creates a sense of familiarity, where they can feel safe, in turn motivating them that leaving their abuser is the best solution. During the 3 stages of the cycle, denial is mentioned, here the victim may feel as though they will not be believed by others (DVSN, 2022). Family can often offer non – judgmental advice, while the victim may still feel unsure about confiding in a professional. This may aid them in being able to see a life beyond their current one. Engaging with support groups that include survivors can reduce feelings of isolation and offer solutions and coping mechanisms for the victim (Betrayal Trauma Recovery, 2024). 

Legal measures can be crucial in breaking the cycle of abuse, as they offer immediate  protection for the victim, and can ensure that this protection is sustained.  This can be done through restraining orders, meaning that the abuser would no longer be able to contact the victim, through both technology and physically, this effectively reduces the risk for the victim (Crown Prosecution service, 2022). Through contacting law enforcement, it can result in arrest and prosecution for the abuser. These penalties will make the consequences of domestic violence apparent, and reduce the chances of the behaviour recurring, ultimately protecting the victim long-term (College of Policing, 2021).

Prevention programmes can be efficient in addressing the root causes of abusive behaviour and equip society with the skills to recognise and respond to the situation effectively. Programmes such as social-emotional learning programs for youths & healthy relationship programs for couples teach safe and healthy relationship skills and reduce the risk of the cycle of abuse becoming present (CDC, 2024). Programmes such as DAPP’s focus on allowing the perpetrator to change their behaviour, they focus on building skills such as the ability to de-escalate situations and build empathy. These programmes can be completed on a 1:1 basis in order to meet the specific needs of the client, and in turn will reduce the chances of their controlling and violent behaviour continuing. By using these programs to raise awareness on how to identify this abusive behaviour and equip perpetrators with the skills to better manage their emotions, this should lead to an overall decrease in domestic violence and break the cycle of abuse (Verney, 2022). 

Regular screenings within healthcare settings allow victims to be identified, who otherwise may not come forwards and confide in professionals. These screenings may include discussing the victim’s physical safety and ask any questions regarding harm, past and present. By training healthcare professionals to identify clear signs of abuse they are then able to provide a safety plan for the victim, this includes connecting them to local shelters or counselling services. In extreme cases of immediate threat healthcare professionals can work closely with law enforcement to immediately reduce the risk for the victim (Macdonald, 2021). 

In conclusion, the cycle of abuse remains a pervasive and deeply damaging issue, with far-reaching impacts on the physical, emotional, and psychological well-being of its victims. Lenore Walker’s theory offers insight into the repetitive stages seen in abusive relationships, highlighting the predictable yet devastating pattern of control, violence, and manipulation that traps victims. The impacts of such abuse—ranging from physical injuries to psychological trauma, including PTSD and depression—are profound, and in extreme cases, can even lead to death. 

To address this issue effectively, a multi-faceted approach is necessary, combining awareness campaigns, accessible support systems, legal protections, and early intervention strategies. Media campaigns and support networks provide platforms for victims to connect with others, offering hope and resources to help them leave the cycle of abuse. Legal measures, including restraining orders and arrests, establish crucial protections for victims and help deter perpetrators. Additionally, prevention programs and regular screenings within healthcare settings can be pivotal in identifying victims early and addressing abusive behaviours before they escalate. By adopting these comprehensive strategies, there is potential to reduce the prevalence of abuse across the UK, break cycles of violence, and ultimately create a safer society for all.
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