Examine the cycle of abuse and its impact on victims. How can this cycle be broken, and what role does early intervention play?
 
Abuse is considered to be any action intended to control or harm another person; establishing and displaying authority and control over another person is frequently the goal of abuse (Gillette, 2022). According to the National Centre for Domestic Violence (2023), 1 in 5 adults experience domestic abuse in their lifetime. Furthermore, in 2023, there were 2.4 million adults who were victims of abuse - 1.7 million were women and 699,000 were men (National Centre for Domestic Violence, 2023), highlighting the severity of the issue. With regards to children, in 2021, there were 22,505 cases reported of abuse (National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children., 2022). This essay will examine the cycle of abuse, the impact it has on victims and strategies that can be employed to attempt to break the cycle.
 
There are many types of abuse, for example, physical abuse, domestic abuse, sexual abuse, psychological/ emotional abuse, financial/ material abuse, modern slavery, neglect or acts of omission and self-neglect (Social Care Institute for Excellence, 2015). The types of abuse in children include physical abuse, emotional abuse, sexual abuse and exploitation, neglect, child trafficking, grooming, bullying and cyberbullying (National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, 2016). When children are at risk of abuse or serious harm, action is likely to take place by social services or police to protect them, whereas if an adult is at risk, they may not want social services or police involved (Safeguarding Wales Procedure, 2024). Therefore, potentially making the cycle of abuse more difficult to break (Cleaver, et al, 2019).

The cycle of abuse is when domestic violence occurs, and the cycle of abuse is frequently seen (Plummer, Cossins, 2018). This cycle exemplifies a pattern that alternates between periods of increasing tension, physical abuse occurrences, and subsequent reconciliation (Plummer, Cossins, 2018). The Cycle of Abuse was introduced by psychologist Lenore Walker in 1979 (Walker, 2021).  The cycle of abuse demonstrates the cycle of violence inside an individual's abuse pattern and found that a lot of violent relationships have a recurring pattern (Kyle, 2022). The Domestic Violence Act (2021) characterised domestic violence as an instance or a pattern of instances of aggressive, coercive, threatening, demeaning, and controlling behaviour, including sexual assault, that is typically committed by a partner or ex-partner but can also be committed by a family member or carer. Most of the time, it is committed by men and experienced by women (Women’s Aid, 2023). These patterns/ stages start with tension-building, the second stage is the use of violence, for example, the tension builds up, and that’s when the violence begins, and the final stage is the honeymoon period, where the abuser will act apologetically lovingly, reassuring the victim that it will not happen again (Domestic Violence Services, 2021). However, research suggests that the Cycle of Abuse is not absolute (Domestic Violence Services, 2021). Furthermore, not all abusive relationships fall under this category. Some survivors believe it accurately captures their relationship, while others can only partly or not at all relate to it (Domestic Violence Services, 2022). Some limitations to this are that the stages are not widespread. For instance, some people might never go through the honeymoon phase. In certain situations, the real severe abuse may never happen again; one instance may be so traumatic that the abuser may control their victim just by reminding them of it (Domestic Violence Services, 2022).

When an individual has experienced abuse (either on a cycle or as a stand-alone event), they are likely to be impacted by this (National Health Service, 2021). With regards to children and adolescents, highly stressful and possibly traumatic events or situations that take place throughout these years, for example, physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional abuse, living with someone who used drugs or alcohol and losing someone who has gone to prison, are referred to as Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) (National Health Service, 2021). These can be one-time events or persistent dangers that jeopardise a young person's physical health, safety, security, or trust (National Health Service, 2021). Many child/ adolescent victims will suffer long-term and short-term consequences, which may vary depending on the type of abuse received (Barnardo’s, 2024; Megele, 2018). These include trauma, mental health issues or difficulties in trusting people again, bed wetting, difficulty sleeping, depression, self-harm or developing an eating disorder. The victim may start to use drugs or alcohol as a coping mechanism (Barnardo’s, 2024; Megele, 2018). Concerning Child Sexual Abuse (CSA), the consequences may extend to suicidal thoughts and actions, issues with adult relationships and sexual functioning, and challenges with traumatic sexualisation, which may mould their sexuality in a way that is not appropriate for their developmental stage and interpersonally dysfunctional (Megele, 2018). Furthermore, research suggests that adult survivors of childhood abuse are more likely than those raised in nonviolent homes to have substance misuse, juvenile pregnancies and criminal activity, suicidal thoughts and behaviours, and bedwetting (Harrison, 2021), highlighting the detrimental effects child abuse can have. In addition, Hassain (2020) states that children frequently endure the long-lasting effects of maltreatment; children who witness abuse are frequently linked to the ongoing harmful cycle far into adulthood. This suggests children's experiences influence their bodies, minds, and emotions, which extends into their interpersonal interactions (Hassain, 2020). While the emotional effects of catastrophe and violence exposure are severe and long-lasting, the emotional effects of trauma exposure on children are frequently underestimated and, as a result, go untreated (Lubit, et al., 2003). Research shows that there are many links between victims who have been abused as a child who may then become abusers later in adolescence or adulthood (Plummer and Cossins, 2016; Harrison, 2021), further supporting the negative long-term effects child abuse can cause (Barnardo’s, 2024; Megele, 2018).

Hassain (2020) suggests that there are six ways to break the cycle of abuse in children and create new and healthy patterns. The first one is having self-awareness, and the second is building individuality. These are followed by creating an emotional distance that will help individuals take time to do things they enjoy and then de-triangulating from the toxic relationship. The penultimate stage is being educated on the situation is a way to help the individual learn the signs and help recognise the toxic behaviours sooner. And finally, self-compassion and starting the healing process will help the individual gain self-love and know self-worth and value. Early intervention and aid are types of support aiming to improve children's outcomes or stop their needs or risks from growing. As a result, they are also occasionally called preventative services or prevention (National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, 2023). The phrase "early help," which is most frequently used in England, frequently refers to universal interventions meant to improve outcomes for every child, for example, children’s centres, open access youth services and health visiting. These help by targeting and addressing risks and protective factors such as behaviour change programmes, relationship support for parents and mentoring schemes for young people (National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, 2023). The benefits of early interventions are that they protect children from harm, reduce the need for a referral to child protection services, improve the child’s long-term outcomes and help children develop strengths and skills to prepare them for adult life (National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, 2023). However, according to The Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (2022), they have described how resources have been drastically cut (especially in areas with the greatest need and generally worse conditions), how child and family poverty is on the rise, how many more children and families are being looked into for child protection issues but do not fit the requirements for a child protection plan, and how many more families are being transferred from children's social care to early help.

With regards to abuse suffered by adults, 1 in 6 adults have experienced four or more types of ACEs (Centres for Disease Control and Prevention, 2021). This once again highlights the long-term effects, including mental illnesses, that ACEs can have (National Health Service, 2021). Furthermore, according to the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health (2018), the brain and body can be altered by traumatic childhood experiences; a person's emotions, memory, thoughts, and sense of self can all be impacted by trauma, and relationships can also be impacted by trauma. In addition, women are more likely to experience the impacts of trauma if they were abused as children and felt powerless (Centre for Addiction and Mental Health, 2018). According to Telloian (2022), the short-term effects of emotional abuse in adults can be isolation or loneliness, self-doubt, shame or confusion; the long-term effects of emotional abuse can be mental health conditions, chronic stress, attachment challenges and physical health challenges like body aches and heart palpitations. Everybody is affected differently by trauma, and it can have subtle, covert, or overtly harmful effects (National Library of Medicine, 2014). Some victims might feel powerless, they may even distance themselves from activities linked to the incident (Telloian, 2022). Physical effects of domestic violence are very common, for example, bruises which could be around the eyes and marks on the neck, chronic fatigue, sexual dysfunction or menstrual cycle or fertility in women (Joyful Heart Foundation, 2021).

The Cycle of Abuse could be disrupted by planning a secure way out while the abuser is not there. The victim needs to decide where they can go and how to get out fast if needed (Domoney and Trevillion, 2021), including, if possible, setting aside funds to sustain themselves after leaving the abuser, making sure they are kept secret and seeking support and help with departure by contacting a local domestic violence organisation (Domoney and Trevillion, 2021). Even though leaving an abusive situation may seem the best option to avoid further abuse, this is not always as clear-cut and simple (Women Against Abuse, 2022). There are many reasons that victims do not leave their abusive relationship: women often use their love for the man as an excuse for staying in abusive relationships (Women Against Abuse, 2022). According to Walker (1977), the battered women interviewed all said that they loved the man and could forgive him for all of his abuse of them, the fear of being killed or suffering more severe injuries if they tried to leave, and the need to prevent loneliness rank highly among the reasons for preserving their relationships.

Help is available to individuals affected or who have been a victim of abuse through charitable organisations; in England, one of the services available is ‘Refuges National Domestic Abuse Helpline’, which is available 24 hours a day (Home Office, 2024). In Wales, support is offered through ‘Live Fear Free’, which victims can access through an online chat or text. Another organisation is Women’s Aids, who offer support across the UK and online; there is an app called ‘Bright Sky’, a website and smartphone application for anyone who is concerned about someone else or who is a victim of domestic violence (Home Office, 2024). For men, ‘The Men’s Advice Linerun’ is available across the UK (Home Office, 2024). The drawbacks to charitable organisations are the funding, which relies on donations and Government grants; confidentiality issues when an organisation may need to inform another organisation and safety concerns in keeping staff and victims safe (Charity Commission UK, 2023). An additional form of help comes through The Care Act 2014, which is an act that ensures responsibility for an individual who is at greater risk; a local authority's general responsibility is to advance that person's welfare (UK Public General Acts, 2014). This act is useful to make arrangements for an impartial advocate to stand up for and assist an individual who is the focus of a safeguarding investigation or evaluation (Social Care Institute for Excellence, 2023). Most recently, the UK Government introduced new plans to support victims of abuse as part of a new law called ‘Raneem’s Law’ (Home Office, 2024), honouring Raneem Oudeh and her mother, Khaola Saleem, who was killed in 2018 by Raneem's former husband. Thirteen police reports regarding Raneem's safety were made, but no one was taken into custody. The mother dialled 999 four times the night she was murdered (Home Office, 2024). By releasing nationwide guidelines that police must abide by, "Raneem's Law" will contribute to victims of domestic abuse being better protected (Home Office, 2024).
 
According to His Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services (2019), 350 non-police employees felt that frontline cops most needed to increase their comprehension of controlling and coercive behaviour strategies. This tells us that there is a gap in training and according to the 350 non-police employees' opinion, enhancing this area of police intervention could increase their capacity to effectively handle these kinds of behaviours (His Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services, 2019). Cleaver, et al. (2019) suggest that victims of domestic abuse frequently need assistance from a variety of agencies, such as the police, social services, advocacy, health, and housing programs and this method of operational and strategic levels, multi-agency collaboration is thought to be the most successful approach to combating domestic abuse.

To conclude, the cycle of abuse has a long-lasting impact on victims (Barnardo’s, 2024; Megele, 2018; Telloian 2022), and although there is early help in place unless resources are available (The Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills, 2022) and a multi-agency approach is adopted (Cleaver, et al, 2019) the cycle of abuse is likely to continue (Cleaver, et al, 2019).
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