Examine the cycle of abuse and its impact on victims. How can this cycle be broken, and what role does early intervention play?
This essay will explore the cycle of abuse and its effect on victims, while examining strategies for breaking the cycle. It will also consider the critical role that early intervention plays in preventing domestic violence. Domestic violence is a pattern of recurring abusive behaviour in a domestic setting, often between intimate people (Devaney, 2021). The behaviour ranges from physical, emotional, psychological, sexual or financial abuse where tactics are used to gain and maintain control over the victim who is usually a vulnerable person such as a child, mentally or physically disabled or elderly as they tend to be the easiest targets for abusers (McLoone-Richards, 2023). In March 2023 over 2.1 million people aged 16 and over in England and Wales were victims of domestic violence with 1.4 million of them being women and 751,000 men (Office for National Statistics, 2023).
The cycle of abuse is a recurring pattern observed in abusive relationships. It can be divided into four main stages theorised by Lenore E. Walker (Williams et al., 2023). First is the tension-building phase, where tensions rise as the abuser becomes irritable, creating an uncomfortable atmosphere (McLeod et al., 2021). The victim may feel compelled to modify their behaviour to prevent escalation of violence (Krebs et al., 2018). The next stage is the incident phase where various forms of abuse occur ranging from physical, emotional or sexual abuse (Halliwell et al., 2021). During this time, the victim often feels fear, confusion and helplessness, along with isolation and vulnerability. This is when most of the abuse happens, and the victim’s safety is most at risk (Heron et al., 2022). The third stage is reconciliation where the abuser may express remorse for their actions and promise change, this manipulates the victim into regaining trust, helping the abuser keep their victim with them (Sharma et al., 2022). The final stage is the calm phase where the relationship seems stable and both parties may feel content. The abuser may act lovingly, and the victim may feel relief that their abuser has finally changed (Flasch et al., 2015). The reality is this phase of calmness often sets the stage for a new cycle to begin and tension to rise again, perpetuating the cycle of abuse (Wright et al., 2016). In these abusive relationships, power dynamics play a crucial role with the abuser using tactics to maintain power in their favour (Hill, 2019).
Victims stuck in the cycle of abuse are often vulnerable people such as children, people with mental health conditions, mentally or physically disabled people and those who have been abused before (Herring, 2016). Stockholm syndrome may play a large role in them staying with their abuser despite the abuse they face. This is a psychological phenomenon also known as “traumatic bonding” where a person develops a deep emotional connection to their abuser (Casassa et al., 2021). This theory applies to domestic violence and supports the cycle of abuse, shedding some light as to why victims often refuse to see their abuser as a negative influence and even go as far as loving and wanting to stay with them (Carnes, 2019).
In 2007, a 17-month-old boy died from his injuries related to domestic abuse. The baby, known as Baby P, had a life marked by neglect and abuse. After a GP noticed bruises on the baby’s face, Baby P was placed on the child protector register due to concerns about his safety. Still, he continued to live in an unsafe environment (Jones, 2014). Despite concerns from neighbours and several visits from social workers and police, the signs of abuse were overlooked and the system failed to act in time. In August 2007, Baby P was found dead with fifty injuries. This case sparked national outrage, and social services were criticised for their inaction (Shoesmith, 2016). Baby P’s death led to seismic changes to legislation. One of the consequential changes was Lord Laming’s review of child protection laws, published in March 2009 which called for an overhaul of children’s social work. The review led to the establishment of new targets for child protection alongside the creation of a National Safeguarding Delivery Unit to enact the changes proposed by the review (NSPCC, 2024). Furthermore, the social work degree was reformed to allow specialisation in children’s social work. Overall, this tragic case of cyclical abuse was a catalyst for positive change, protecting children through additional funding to enable these goals (McNicoll, 2017)
The cycle of abuse can have many negative effects on victims from their mental to physical wellbeing. Mentally, the impact on victims falls into three categories: anxiety, depression and post-traumatic stress disorder. The mental health of the victim will degrade when living with an abuser and not knowing when abuse will occur, leaving them constantly hypervigilant which, over a prolonged period, may lead to anxiety and depression as feelings of worthlessness and isolation take hold (Mullen, 2020). Long-term abuse can lead to PTSD when triggers cause the victim to relive their past abusive experiences (Guerra et al., 2018). Abuse may also be physical. This type of abuse is more obvious and noticeable so victims may feel pressured into covering it up to avoid being questioned by friends, family or colleagues (MacGinley et al., 2019). Both mental and physical abuse can massively affect the quality of life of victims and may ruin relationships, employment and overall health in the future if the right support is not given. It is also possible that victims of abuse as children never learn to understand what happened to them and may think that the abuse they suffered is normal and may even become abusers themselves (Plummer et al, 2016).
Breaking the cycle of abuse can be difficult, but strategies can be used to do so. Primarily, educating victims on the signs and cycle of abuse, and how to escape it. Education is a powerful tool when dealing with these situations, as a lot of victims don’t understand that they are being abused or what abuse looks like (Lloyd, 2018). This can help break the cycle by empowering them, giving them the confidence to confront or leave their abuser in a safer way and from a more educated position (Karakurt et al., 2021). Support groups can also be essential for helping victims escape the cycle (Sullivan, 2018). Organisations such as the Domestic Violence Awareness Project help spread awareness of domestic violence, through campaigns and fundraisers (Domestic Violence Awareness, 2021). By having reliable people to lean on, victims may feel less isolation and more confidence to leave their abuser, to spend time with those they trust in their support groups. Rebuilding these groups that may have broken down during the abuse will strengthen self-esteem and make it less likely that the cycle repeats (Flasch et al., 2015). Early warning signs of the cycle of abuse restarting can be spotted by members of these groups such as changes in the victim’s behaviour or new, unexplained injuries. Spotting these signs is essential as early intervention is the best way to break the cycle (UK Government, 2020). Support groups may also include trained professionals who listen to concerns and provide support, and professional help enables victims to grasp the dynamics of their abuse, allowing for safety planning and coping strategies to be put into place (Fellin et al., 2018). However, there are social stigmas associated with this, which can prevent victims from seeking help. Therapy can also be costly or inaccessible for some and not all therapists have the training to deal with these incidents (Gazzola et al., 2023). Some police receive specialist training on domestic violence to recognise the signs of abuse and understand the impact on victims. These officers are trained to talk to and do check-ups on at-risk victims known as Dash check-ups (College of Policing, 2022). The police also work with agencies to support and safeguard victims such as the NSPCC, CPS and NCA, while assisting in abuse investigations (College of Policing, 2022)
Safety planning is making a personalised plan for getting out of abusive cycles, increasing the awareness of potential dangers and empowering people to take control of their situation (Brown, 2017). However, creating a plan for abuse means accepting it, which can be stressful, overwhelming and even dangerous if the abuser discovers it. Legal actions may be a part of these plans and can be used as a safety net. For example, restraining orders can be filed against abusers. This provides immediate, legally backed protection for the victim, leading to jail time if the order is breached. Furthermore, legal action creates a paper trail which can be used against the abuser in the future (Bates et al., 2020). Unfortunately, legal processes can be extremely lengthy and expensive and may force victims to relive moments of abuse in court which may put victims off using it as an avenue of escape (Herman, 2023).
There are many examples of legislation such as the Domestic Abuse Act (2021). This legislation gives police greater authority to respond effectively to domestic abuse cases. This includes a legal definition of domestic abuse including physical, emotional, coercive, and economic abuse (Bishop et al.,2017). It also includes Domestic Abuse Protection Notice and Domestic Abuse Protection Orders, which give the police the power to restrict the abuser’s contact with their victim for a specified period. These court orders carry legal weight, meaning the abuser can be prosecuted if they breach them (Home Office, 2021). This act also recognises children who witness domestic violence as victims which allows additional protection and support for them. Finally, the act offers protection for victims in court, such as preventing cross-examination by their abusers which helps reduce stress and trauma. This legislation helps victims escape the cycle of abuse (Home Office, 2021).
Another piece of legislation, the 2014 Clare’s Law, allows the police to inform potential victims about a partner’s past violent or abusive behaviour and is made up of two key components: The Right to Ask and The Right to Know. The Right to Ask law allows individuals to request information about past convictions or allegations of abuse, while the Right to Know law allows the police to proactively inform potential victims if they believe they are at risk of abuse (Clare's Law, 2014). This law allowed people and the police to proactively tackle abusive behaviour, often before it happens. Without this law, it would be difficult to find out if you are partnered with a former abuser and impossible for the police to actively protect people, they believe are most at risk and allow them to make safer relationship choices (Fitzgibbon et al., 2016).
There are many cases of victims of abuse escaping the cycle by accessing external support, one example being a family in Norfolk that was referred to local authorities, which comprised of the mother, Holly (37), and her three children. The family had a long history of being victims of and witnessing domestic violence, and Holly had issues with alcohol addiction and suffered from anxiety attacks. Holly also had difficulty with problem-solving skills and found it hard to set boundaries for her children. The family was both the perpetrator and victim of anti-social behaviour on their estate and the children’s school attendance was poor. As a result, the children were put onto child protection plans where the local authority set actions the family must take to improve the children’s welfare. The authorities worked intensively with the family for 11 months and achieved significant improvements, including a reduction in their anti-social behaviour, which allowed them to move area. Holly gained insight as to why she kept falling into cycles of abuse. She also managed to leave an abusive relationship and was given support and guidance about setting boundaries for her children, improving her parenting skills. As a result, the children’s school attendance improved from 65% to 96%, with some even joining extracurricular activities which helped boost their self-esteem. The children no longer need a protection plan and Holly no longer abuses alcohol (UK Government 2023). This case study shows the instrumental effect that early intervention has on families and how beneficial external support can be for breaking the cycle of abuse along with how lifestyle choices can determine how at risk a family is of experiencing or witnessing abusive behaviour, which supports the lifestyle theory (Pratt et al., 2015).
In conclusion, the cycle of abuse is hard to break but the best way is through early intervention with methods such as therapy, support groups, education and community policing. When authorities find out about abuse after it has happened it is often too late to act meaningfully and it can be difficult to get victims to work with the authorities as there are fears about privacy, retaliation by their abuser and personality. Without early intervention, victims are at risk of suffering a range of effects from mental, physical and psychological injuries which can linger long after the abuse has stopped. Proactive measures are the best method to combat abuse, and new legislation is frequently put into place for easier to access for victims.
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