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

Within this assignment, the researcher must explore the intricate and damaging cycle of abuse – 
a recurring pattern that traps individuals within abusive relationships (Plummer et al., 2018). Moreover, the researcher will analyse the vital role of early intervention as a strategy utilised to break this cycle.  
As stated by Kailani (2024), abuse is defined as the intentional infliction of harm or distress upon an individual, taking place in various forms, including emotional and physical violence, as well as psychological trauma. This insidious behaviour can occur in diverse environments, such as private residences, care facilities, hospitals, or public places, where perpetrators often exploit their position of trust established within intimate relationships. Whilst some instances of abuse may not be intentional and occur due to lack of skills or inadequate support in providing care, for example, the impact of such actions remains significant.                  
In terms of domestic abuse, in the year ending March 2023, the Crime Survey for England and Wales estimated that 2.1 million individuals aged sixteen or over were victims of domestic violence, with 1.4 million women and 750,000 men reporting such incidents (Office for National Statistics, 2023). In England and Wales, at least two women are killed by their partners every week (Amazon Prime Video, 2024).  
Indeed, this data reveals a notable gender disparity, suggesting that domestic abuse is a considerable gendered issue. In fact, Women’s Aid, a charity aimed at ending domestic abuse against women and children, further implies that higher levels of fear are more prevalent among women, who are also more likely to experience coercive and controlling behaviours (Women’s Aid, 2019). 
In 1979, Lenore Walker, a licensed psychologist, introduced the concept of abuse cycles in her influential book called, ‘The Battered Women’, which focused predominantly on physical domestic abuse (Walker, 1979). Over the years, advocates for domestic abuse prevention have critically analysed and refined Walker’s original cycle, acknowledging both its strengths and limitations. 
Essentially, the cycle of abuse is a ‘pattern’ that often occurs within abusive relationships and consists of four stages: tension building, incident, reconciliation, and calm (Butler et al., 2020). The model depicts a self-repeating cycle, and over time, violence increases, and the intervals between stages become shorter (Futures Without Violence, 2022). It must be recognised, however, that not all abusive relationships follow a cyclical pattern, but when they do, it can add to the pain and confusion experienced by those involved. 

The initial stage is known as the ‘tension building phase’. In this period, the individual subjected to abuse becomes increasingly aware of the escalating tension within the relationship. The abusive partner may employ strategies such as the ‘silent treatment’, a far more subtle form of emotional abuse, compared to verbal assaults, but can still be as damaging. Some abusers often punish their partners or children for a perceived error or insult, by not speaking or responding, often for extended periods (Mills, 2009).
To mitigate their partner’s potential anger, the abused individual may engage in a variety of behaviours aimed at pleasing the abuser. For example, should the abuser express irritation regarding the noise created by their children, the abused may quiet them or send them to bed (Davies and Lyon, 2016). Likewise, if the abuser criticises their partner’s choice of clothing, the individual may promptly change to gain approval. 
Throughout this phase, a range of common phrases and behaviours are often utilised to assert control over the abused individual. Such expressions may include, “Don’t push it” and “If you truly loved me”, alongside manipulative tactics, psychological games, and blame. 
Singer Robin Fenty, professionally known as Rhianna, endured a highly publicised incident of domestic abuse with her then-partner, Chris Brown. The tragic experience mirrored the Cycle of Abuse, capturing worldwide attention (Moore, 2015). In an interview with the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) in 2015, Rhianna reflected highly on the ‘tension building phase’, where she felt persistent anxiety and emotional strain. She described the constant pressure in regulating Brown’s moods, always feeling like she was “walking on eggshells” (BBC, 2015).

As tension building intensifies and begins to break, it aligns closely with the progression into the ‘incident phase’ (Mills, 2009). This phase may include physical violence, verbal assaults, and emotional and sexual abuse. 
In a financially abusive relationship, for example, the abuser may intensify financial control, such as taking away credit cards, emptying joint accounts, or forcing the victim to sign over assets (Sharp-Jeffs, 2016). Or, in more physical terms, the abuser may try to dominate the victim with physical violence, leaving the victim scared, helpless, and violated. The victim often experiences feelings of guilt, shame, or bewilderment, especially if the abuser later manipulates the circumstance to make the victim feel accountable for the incident. 
For example, an abused woman described her events preceding a severe battering incident in an account written in Lenore Walker’s book, The Battered Women, in 1979. Noticing her partner’s increasing aggression while drinking, the woman anticipated violence and brought a carving fork into the bedroom as a precaution. Her fears were confirmed, and the abuser woke her in the night, accusing her of various wrongdoings, and proceeded to assault her. In desperation, she grabbed the fork to defend herself but socialised to behave ‘femininely’, she held it loosely, lacking the assertiveness to use it effectively, allowing the abuser to quickly overpower her, seize the weapon, and tragically stab her with it. When recounting the incident, the woman expressed misplaced guilt, feeling she had provoked the attack by defending herself (Walker, 1979). 
This response highlights the psychological consequences of enduring abuse, along with the influence of societal standards that discourage assertiveness within women, which further confuses victims in the cycle of abuse (Western Oregon University, 2015). 

Following an abusive incident, the abuser often portrays remorsefulness and becomes apologetic (Safe Family Justice Centre, 2024). This is known as the ‘reconciliation’ phase. The abuser attempts to make amends by displaying heightened affection and expressing genuine guilt (Walker, 1979), offering the victim gifts, affection, expressions of regret, and promises of reform. 
This often serves as a strategic means to re-establish power and control and ensure the victim remains attached. 
Fuelled by cognitive dissonance, a situation involving conflicting attitudes, beliefs, or behaviours (Harmon-Jones and Mills, 2019), the victim's need for stability and desire to believe in the possibility of change can lead them to accept the abuser’s apology. 
This behaviour can deepen the cycle of trauma bonding, a psychological response like Stockholm Syndrome. Both terms are often associated with intimate partner violence and describe the intense, emotional attachment that forms between an abuser and their victim (Black, 2018). Feelings of regret and tenderness complicate the victim’s ability to distinguish the abuser’s affection from the abuse, strengthening a profound emotional bond, despite the ongoing harm. 
The final phase of the cycle is the ‘calm’ phase. Both parties typically explain the abuse to preserve peace and harmony. An abusive partner may try to deflect responsibility for their actions by apologising and simultaneously blaming others as justification for their behaviour. One may also downplay the severity of their actions, deny that the abuse even occurred, or even accuse the victim of provoking (Raypole, 2020). At times, the calm period may stretch for an extended duration, leading the victim to believe that the incidents were ‘one-off’, rather than part of an occurring pattern. However, conflicts inevitably resurface, propelling the relationship back into the cycle’s tension-building phase.

To break the cycle of abuse, the victim must have self-awareness, support, and access to services. Early intervention is vital as it can break the cycle before it becomes firmly established (National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, 2023). 
In the United Kingdom, proactive approaches to address domestic abuse concentrate on recognising risk factors, supporting victims, ensuring accountability, and reducing the likelihood of abuse intensifying (Home Office, 2018). 
Within a national context, the reduction of domestic violence, especially through initiatives in schools, has become a significant focus in English Policy over the past fifteen years (Home Office, 2020). The Department for Children Schools and Families (DCSF) set up an advisory group in 2009, focusing on Violence Against Women and Girls (VAWG), to investigate how to address domestic abuse effectively as part of the government strategy, VAWG (Home Office, 2024).
Significant progress has been achieved since the Conservative-Liberal Democrat Coalition Government released the initial call to end violence in 2010 (Farrelly, 2021). The government has established new crimes for coercive and controlling behaviour, ‘up skirting’, revenge porn and stalking, as well as introducing the Domestic Abuse Act (2021) in 2021, which altered the response for the five in one hundred individuals who experienced domestic abuse in the year ending March, 2020. 
The act expands the definition of domestic abuse to include emotional, coercive, and controlling behaviour, and not only focusing on physical abuse. Professionals, such as social workers, police officers, and healthcare providers are much more inclined to recognise signs of abuse and take intervention quicker.  Victims no longer must endure lengthy court processes, thanks to the introduction of Domestic Abuse Protection Notices and Orders, giving victims an option for immediate, legally supported safety measures. This can create a feeling of security and empowerment, allowing victims to leave the abusive situation without having to confront their abuser directly (Home Office, 2022). 

One form of early intervention could be the victim seeking support from charity organisations. Charities, such as Women’s Aid, Refuge, and The National Domestic Violence Helpline, assist those affected by abuse, providing confidential advice, emergency accommodation and legal assistance (Home Office, 2018). The National Domestic Abuse Helpline received 29,166 phone calls in the year ending March 2020 (Stripe, 2020). 
Another widely popular charity within the United Kingdom is ‘Tommy’s’, a charity that provides early intervention support for pregnant women who are experiencing domestic abuse. Around one in three women are affected by domestic abuse whilst pregnant (Tommy’s, 2023). This may develop during pregnancy or can intensify greatly if there is a history of abuse within the relationship. 
Charity, ‘Tommy’s’, suggests how vital early intervention is for both mother and baby (Tommy’s 2019), as the mother’s emotional state may directly affect the development of the foetus by altering the womb’s environment (Domoney et al., 2019). Furthermore, persistent stresses can further impair a child’s neurodevelopment by affecting their cognitive functioning and emotional regulation, which, in turn, influences their later emotional and behavioural consequences. 
Following early identification, healthcare professionals can provide appropriate support, such as safety planning and linking women with resources (Waddell, 2021).  

To conclude, it is evident that the cycle of abuse is indeed a complex, damaging pattern that makes the victim feel trapped within an abusive relationship, with the power to affect one’s psychological, physical, and emotional well-being (Plummer et al., 2018). 
Every phase of this cycle; tension-building, incident, reconciliation, and calm, perpetuates the power dynamics and trauma that make escaping such relationships particularly challenging. The psychological effects on victims, including guilt, shame, and trauma bonding, make it even more difficult for the victim to walk away or take intervention.  
Early intervention is crucial to break the cycle before it becomes too deep. Spotting the initial indications of abuse, whilst responding promptly, can stop further harm from occurring, especially when healthcare, social work, and policing staff are equipped to recognise signs of abuse. 
Additionally, charitable organisations are critical and provide emergency accommodation, confidential advice, and specialised help for vulnerable individuals such as pregnant women. Early prenatal intervention can shield both mother and child from the negative effects of domestic abuse, which may influence neurodevelopment and long-term mental health (Tommy’s, 2019).

Ultimately, a multifaced strategy is necessary to end the cycle of abuse. Legislative action, strong support networks, and early intervention initiatives have proved successful in preventing further abuse. 
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