Examine the cycle of abuse and its impact on victim’s. How can this cycle be broken, and what role does early intervention play?



Introduction:
This essay will explore and examine the cycle of abuse and its profound effects on victims, discuss the steps necessary to break the cycle, and highlight the critical role early prevention plays in ensuring lasting change. The cycle of abuse is a key pattern in the victim’s life as it may seem it is never ending. It was created to understand what stages the victim undergoes.

This essay will analyse the ‘Cycle of Abuse’ which is also known as the ‘cycle of Violence.’ The cycle of abuse is something that is crucial to discuss as it will enable the reader to understand just how abusive and controlling some people can be. It is not easy to be able to just leave an abusive partner, this essay will discuss the tactics that abusive partners use to keep the victim from leaving, these often lead to long term psychological, physical and emotional harm. The cycle consists of a 4-part pattern, this is known typically as ‘tension building the abusive incident, reconciliation, and calm.’ Most of the time, to break this cycle victims will seek support, and sometimes early intervention is needed. This essay will also explore the impact of the abuse on victims and examine the potential paths to how it can be broken.

This essay will discuss heavy topics such as rape and will use previous cases to examine similar theories and how abuse can be replicated by children by them growing up in an environment that portrays abuse as ‘normal.’ 

Lastly, this essay will discuss the support, early intervention and how the cycle can be broken.

Section 1: the cycle of abuse:
What is the cycle of abuse? The cycle of abuse was a pattern created in 1970 by psychologist Lenore Walker in her book ‘The Battered Woman’ and was based on all evidence from interviews with straight women that had experienced abuse. This cycle consists of 4 stages, these are Building tension, An incident of abuse, Reconciliation, Calm (Raypole, 2020). However, not all methods of abuse are done this way, many people have criticised this by saying it is not totally accurate (Raypole, 2020).
Let’s take a closer look at what these are.

1. Tension building: this is often caused by abusive partners lashing out in response to external stress, it can be fuelled by anything, such as fatigue, family issues etc. 

2. Incident of abuse or violence: eventually, the abuser releases the tension built up on others and this is done to attempt to regain power by establishing control. Examples of this can be name calling or insults, sexual or physical harm, emotional manipulation and more.

3. Reconciliation: after the incident has occurred, the tension begins to fade and in an attempt for the abuser to move away from the incident, they will often use kindness, gifts and loving gestures to bring in a ‘honeymoon’ stage. This is believed to release dopamine to make you feel closer to the abuser and that you have your ‘real’ relationship back.

4. Calm: this is done to maintain peace and both parties will usually attempt to come up with explanations to justify the abuse to keep the peace. This could lead to the abuser apologising but blaming other people, accusing the victim of provoking the abuse etc.
(Raypole, 2020).	

Unfortunately, there are many forms of abuse, and they all come in different shapes and sizes. The UK government has listed many such as assault, sexual, restraint, financial, slapping, pushing, blaming, humiliation, the list goes on (GOV.UK, 2024). Another key statistic is that girls are more likely to experience child sexual abuse than boys (Plummer, 2018). This provides proof that even children are targeted for abuse. In a meta-analysis conducted recently of 65 prevalence studies, in 22 countries, the found 19.7% of women and 7.9% men had experienced child sexual abuse before the age of 18 (Plummer, 2018).

You may ask, why do victims never leave? It is believed that the abusers maintain control over their victim by implementing coercive control. Coercive control isn’t a form of violence, but it is a level of control that predicts a range of negative outcomes such as physical abuse (Stark, et al, 2009). Coercive control is believed to be the heart of domestic abuse, the victim falls captive to a world that isn’t real that is created by the abusive partner, entrapping them in a world of confusion, contradiction and fear (Stark, 2007). Coercive control is used as a form of manipulation that dominates the victim through threats, isolation and intimidation. It also contributes to the controlling aspects such as finances, social interactions, decision making and leaving the victim feel powerless.
In 2023, there has been an increase of offences of coercive control recorded by the police in England and Wales, and almost all the abusers convicted, 97.7% of them were males (WomensAid, 2024). 

Section 2: the impact of abuse on victims:
An abuse we can discuss is sexual abuse or otherwise known as ‘rape.’ Rape is the most severe and unhuman trauma known, it causes multiple and long-term outcomes such as posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression, substance abuse and even suicide (Campbell, 2018). Approximately 26% to 40% of victims report the assault to law enforcement and pursue prosecution, 27% to 40% seek medical care and forensic examinations and only 16% to 60% obtain mental health services (Campbell, 2018). Rape has a lot of negative effects and is usually a very daunting crime to report. Not only does is bring a lot of mental health issues but it can be found to be embarrassing by the victim to report the crime, although rape is actively looking to be prevented and eliminated, there is a growing literature emerging on seeking post assault help for its impact on the victim’s mental health (Campbell, 2018). 

Not only does abuse apply to adults, but it can be committed on children. Children who also grow up in. household which has abuse portrayed as ‘normal,’ can eventually grow up and begin to replicate the abuse to their partners and believe it is normalised. A case study we can look at is the Fred and Rose West case. Fred and Rose both had an upbringing that exposed them to abuse and instability. The documentary ‘Fred & Rose West: Love & Murder (2023),’ also tells us that Rose was raped at the age of 14-15. Eventually the abuse they experienced led them to the murders and sexual abuse of young women (Masters, 2011). One of the murders was their daughter (Sounes, 2011).
There is a theory that can be used to explain why they become murderers and that is known as the social learning theory. According to this theory, it is believed that people could pick up behaviour patterns through copying, seeing and modelling what others do in their social environment (Cherry, 2022). Although Rose and Fred had an abusive upbringing, not all abusers will have an upbringing that enforces this type of behaviour. There will be many unsuspecting abusers out there, and unfortunately there is no distinct way of determining who are the abusers.

 There is never an excuse to cause harm or abuse to another person, but theories like this allow us to understand what can be probable to cause the abuser to act in this way. 

Section 3: breaking the cycle of abuse:
Breaking the cycle of abuse can be daunting as it requires you to recognize and understand the cycle of abuse in the first place. The first step should be to fully understand the dynamics of the cycle, tension building, incident, reconciliation and calm. When the victim understands this pattern, they can uncover the underlying causes of abuse and take the first steps (Engel, 2005).

Another step is to heal from the past, there is great importance in addressing emotional and psychological wounds left by the abuse. This involves confronting past trauma, understanding the impact, and working through the grief and guilt (Engel, 2005).

Setting boundaries is one of the most important ways to break the cycle, victims often struggle with setting boundaries because of fear. The power of being able to walk away from abuse is what will ultimately set you free (Engel, 2005).

Even developing independence and empowerment is a great tool to utilise against the abuser. This may involve developing skills such as employment, building a life outside of the toxic relationship (Engel, 2005).

Ultimately, the best way to break the cycle is seeking support. This is essential as is encourages individuals to reach out to counsellors, support groups, family and friends which can provide guidance, validation and a sense of safety (Engel, 2005).
In the journal article “Breaking the Cycle of Abuse (Egeland, et al, 1988),” the authors explore strategies to interrupt the abuse. They emphasize the importance of ‘early intervention’ in high-risk relationships to prevent the escalation of abusive behaviours. 

By addressing these issues early, victims are less likely to experience lasting abuse. They advocate to build supportive relationships with family, mentors, community members and friends. This is another key strategy as these relationships can offer the victims positive role models and emotional stability (Egeland, et al, 1988).

Section 4: the role of early intervention:
Is it known that 35% of women worldwide have encountered either physical or sexual partner violence or even non partner violence and almost 30% of all women have been in a relationship where physical or sexual violence has occurred with a partner (Cleaver, et al, 2019). This is a perfect example to why early intervention is the best possible form of support that needs to be pushed out to women.

 What is early intervention? Early intervention is a form of support aimed at improving the outcomes or preventing escalation of risk. Providing timely support is crucial for the victim (NSPCC, 2023). There are also services to be taken advantage of such as relationship support, behaviour change programmes etc (NSPCC, 2023).

The signs of abuse can be very difficult to detect. Possible indicator of abuse can be little things such as unexpected gifts, self-harm, sudden change in work behaviour, difficulty in walking or sitting, the list goes on (Social Care Institute for Excellence, 2023). The victim of abuse may even use disguised compliance to hide signs of abuse to not raise suspicion (Social Care Institute for Excellence, 2023). A popular sort of support is therapy and counselling. There are a few challenges with providing this support, the practitioners need to create a safe and non-judgemental environment for the victim. This can take time, and the victim may not be ready to discuss the abuse (Sanderson, 2008). The aim of therapy and counselling is to rebuild the ability to make meaningful choices that minimise the risk of future abusive relationships. To accomplish this, the counsellor will need to contextualise the psychobiological effects associated with abuse (Sanderson, 2008).

As of 2021, the UK government has enforced a new act which is known now as the ‘Domestic Abuse Act 2021.’ This act will focus on raising awareness and understanding of the impact of abuse, it will also further improve the efficiency of the justice system in providing protection for victims and bringing abuser to justice (GOV.UK, 2022).

Conclusion:
A call to action is still needed to prevent abuse. In the UK alone, there are at least 2.3 million victims of domestic abuse a year aged 16-74 and two-thirds of whom are women. Also, one in ten of all offences recorded by the police are domestic abuse related (GOV.UK, 2022).
 The importance of early intervention is beyond crucial. People need to begin looking out for one another and checking up on family and friends. Checking up on someone costs nothing and could potentially change someone’s life for the better.
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