


The cycle of abuse is an intricate, repetitive pattern of harmful behaviours that occur in many abusive relationships (Norris, 2020). It can emerge at any life stage, from childhood to adolescence, inflicted by an abusive parent or partner. The harm experienced isn’t limited to physical pain as emotional trauma and manipulation can have similarly damaging effects (Brown, 2020). 
This essay aims to examine the multiple aspects of what the cycle of abuse and its potential consequences on victims, particularly the lasting mental and physical health effects. It will also explore strategies to disrupt this cycle and consider how early intervention, if accessible, could positively impact outcomes for those affected.

The cycle of abuse is a repetitive pattern often seen in abusive relationships, where an abuser establishes and maintains control over their victim. Dr. Mariel Buqué, (2024) suggests that the cycle is typically composed of four main phases. The first of which being, the tension-building phase whereby minor conflicts and stress build up, creating an atmosphere of apprehension the victim often tries to appease the abuser to avoid escalation. This phase is followed by the incident phase, where the abuse occurs. This may involve physical violence, emotional manipulation, verbal attacks, or other forms of coercion. Afterward, the reconciliation phase begins, during which the abuser may apologize, justify their behaviour, or even show affection to regain the victim’s trust, creating a sense of temporary stability. Finally, the calm phase, emphasised by the Awareness Centre (2020) as the "honeymoon period," by which involves a period of normalcy and relative peace, where both the abuser and victim may feel optimistic about the future. However, without intervention, this phase gradually fades as tensions begin to rebuild, and the cycle starts anew. This cycle of abuse not only intensifies the victim's dependence on the abuser but also establishes psychological barriers that make it challenging for the victim to break free, closely resembling aspects of Stockholm syndrome (Jesson, 2022). 

Stockholm syndrome is a psychological phenomenon in which hostages develop empathy, sympathy, or even positive feelings toward their captors, sometimes to the extent of defending them. The term originated from a bank robbery in Stockholm, Sweden, in 1973, where two men took four employees of Kreditbanken hostage during a failed heist (Westcott, 2013). Over the course of a six-day standoff, the hostages began to bond with their captors, even defending them after their release and refusing to testify against them in court. This unexpected attachment was baffling to law enforcement and psychologist Dr Frank Ochberg at the time, and it highlighted how certain intense situations can lead people to emotionally connect with those who pose a threat to their safety (Ochberg, 2013). 

During traumatic experiences, the brain enters a heightened state of stress, activating hormones related to fear. While stress is a natural aspect of life, chronic trauma, like abuse or neglect, can cause a child’s brain to remain in this elevated state of response (Trauma Research UK, 2019). 

Children are especially vulnerable should they be exposed to psychological impacts of traumatic events, likely due to the rapid brain development that occurs during childhood (Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2019).  
A child is defined as any individual who is under 18 years old, according to Section 105 of the Children’s Act (1989). A child deprived of essential emotional bonding, unconditional love, and support often grows up facing profound emotional and even physical challenges (Engel, 2015). At birth, we lack a personal system of values or judgments about right and wrong. By adulthood, however, most people develop a sense of morality. Different psychological theories offer varying perspectives on the nature of this process. Sigmund Freuds, social learning theory (1923) suggests that unconscious memories, thoughts, and impulses play a significant role in shaping human behaviour. Not to dissimilar to those who experience Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) verbal or physical abuse tend to develop deep-seated anger and may display aggressive behaviours, compounded by crippling feelings of inadequacy (NHS, 2021). 

Attachment is a specific aspect of the parent-child relationship that serves to ensure a child feels safe, secure, and protected (Benoit, 2018). Psychologist John Bowlby (1988) first developed attachment theory, intrigued by how early relationships between infants and their mothers influenced their development over time. However, should the attachment become develop some form of neglect due to an abusive partner or experiencing episodes of post-traumatic stress disorder (National Institute of Mental Health, 2024) this can alter a child's emotional, behavioural, and cognitive functioning as a means of adapting for survival. Consequently, certain childhood experiences have been recognised as potentially causing lasting psychological effects, which may ultimately impact a person’s overall well-being (Sacks et al., 2018). 

According to the National Institute of Mental Health (2022) childhood trauma, particularly those who have been subject to sexual abuse are primary suffers of bipolar disorder. Bipolar disorder involves episodes of mania, depression, or a mix of both, with symptoms lasting a week or more, often daily and noticeably affecting mood, energy, and behaviour (NHS, 2021). 
Bipolar disorder symptoms typically begin in late adolescence or early adulthood, though in some cases, children may also experience symptoms. While symptoms may vary over time, bipolar disorder generally requires lifelong treatment and does not resolve on its own. This condition can significantly impact suicide risk, job stability, daily functioning, and family relationships (Engel, 2021). Despite the turmoil the condition can inflict, with appropriate treatment, individuals can experience improved functioning and quality of life (Kay Redfield Jamison, 2020). 

However, there are several organisations and schemes available for those suffering and wish to break the cycle of abuse. One of the primary schemes is THRIVE (College of Policing, 2024). The THRIVE framework is a structured approach widely used in risk assessment and crime prevention to evaluate threats and prioritize responses. THRIVE is an acronym, standing for Threat, Harm, Risk, Investigation, Vulnerability, and Engagement, each element offers a perspective to assess a situation's severity and urgency. "Threat" examines immediate dangers, "Harm" considers potential physical or emotional impact, and "Risk" focuses on long-term effects. "Investigation" emphasizes the situation in detail to understand the crime, potential evidence, and steps needed to resolve it. “Vulnerability” Identifying individuals who may be particularly vulnerable or at risk, ensuring they receive proper support and protection. And finally, “Engagement” whereby the relevant parties, such as victims, witnesses, or community partners, to build trust and gain insights. 
Many police departments now effectively use the THRIVE model as part of an initiative to adopt a more victim-cantered approach to policing. In some regions, THRIVE is applied in various situations, such as at the scene of an incident, to assist officers in assessing risk during events. Understanding the elements of THRIVE and how to apply them helps you identify vulnerabilities, enabling informed decisions and actions to reduce risks. The National Decision Model can also support this approach, promoting collaborative, problem-solving methods in partnership with other agencies. 

The National Vulnerability Action Plan (NVAP) was fashioned by the Police Chiefs council to enhance responses to vulnerabilities, improve criminal justice results, and boost victim satisfaction. The regular Police Effectiveness, Efficiency, and Legitimacy (PEEL) inspections by HMICRS now place greater focus on how vulnerability is managed within police services. A key measure of overall effectiveness is the ability of a police force to identify, protect, and support vulnerable individuals. For instance, annual inspection programs now assess how well a constabulary responds to victims of domestic abuse, missing or absent children, and the preparedness of the service to address child sexual exploitation (Home Office, 2015e).

According to the Office for National Statistics (2020) as of 31 March 2020, 52,260 children in England were under a child protection plan (CPP), and 2,820 children in Wales were on the child protection register (CPR) due to experiencing or being at risk of abuse or neglect. Neglect was the most common form of abuse in England, while emotional abuse was the most prevalent in Wales.
One of the major challenges in identifying children who are vulnerable to or have experienced abuse lies in the obstacles to disclosure. Research by the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse (Royal Commission, 2017) found that two-thirds of children never disclose their abuse during childhood, and only 25 percent of these go on to disclose it as adults.

Those who perpetuate the cycle of neglect and abuse do so because they are out of control and feel they have no other options. Early intervention is pivotal in breaking the cycle of abuse, as it addresses root causes and disrupts patterns before they become entrenched (Ofsted, 2022). Neglecting early intervention can result in numerous negative outcomes in the future. For instance, behavioural issues in childhood are associated with lower educational attainment and reduced earnings in adulthood. Additionally, weak social and emotional skills in children often lead to academic difficulties, mental health challenges, and relationship problems later in life. These issues tend to become more severe, harmful, and challenging to address as a person matures into adolescence or adulthood. 
By identifying and supporting individuals at risk, whether children exposed to violence, those displaying signs of aggressive behaviour, or parents struggling with stress and trauma, early intervention provides tools for healthier coping strategies and emotional regulation (Welsh Government, 2017). Counselling, education, and support programs tailored to individual needs can foster resilience and teach positive relationship skills. This proactive approach reduces the likelihood of future abusive behaviour, creating a ripple effect that promotes safer, healthier environments for both current and future generations.

Domestic violence and emotional abuse in adult relationships damage more relationships and more lives than anyone can imagine. Domestic violence is a national tragedy of staggering proportions. According to the Office for National Statistics (2023) in the year ending March 2023, 2.1 million people aged 16 and over (1.4 million women and 751,000 men) experienced domestic abuse. 
Domestic abuse can impact individuals of any age, disability, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, gender reassignment, race, religion, or belief. However, women are more commonly the victims. According to the Crime Survey for England and Wales (CSEW) data for the year ending March 2020, an estimated 1.6 million women and 757,000 men aged 16-74 experienced domestic abuse in the previous year (Office for National Statistics, 2020d). The Statutory guidance defines domestic abuse-related crimes as any instance of threatening behaviour, violence, or abuse (including psychological, physical, sexual, financial, or emotional) directed at someone with whom the perpetrator has a personal connection, where it has been determined that an offense has occurred (Home Office, 2022f). 

The Domestic Abuse Act 2021 is a significant piece of legislation in the UK aimed at enhancing protection and support for victims of domestic abuse and holding perpetrators accountable. It broadens the legal definition of domestic abuse to include not just physical violence but also emotional, coercive, or controlling behaviour, and economic abuse. This is especially apparent in cases where physical evidence is scarce and/or the impact of trauma is not fully understood (Bishop and Bettinson, 2018). 
This comprehensive approach acknowledges the varied forms abuse can take beyond physical harm. Key provisions of the Act include the introduction of Domestic Abuse Protection Notices and Orders, which give authorities the power to act swiftly to protect victims. 

In conclusion, the cycle of abuse is a complicated and persistent issue, often perpetuated through learned behaviours, psychological trauma, and societal factors (Brown, 2020). While the cycle can seem inescapable, there are positive pathways and interventions that can help break it. Supportive organisations, community resources, and therapeutic interventions offer critical support for individuals affected by abuse (College of Policing, 2024). Through counselling, education, and support groups, survivors and those at risk can gain tools to recognise harmful patterns, rebuild self-worth, and develop healthy relationships (Department for Education, 2023).  Moreover, community education and advocacy play an essential role in breaking down stigmas, raising awareness, and creating environments where abuse is less likely to be tolerated. By working together, individuals and organisations can empower survivors to rewrite their narratives, navigate a fostering resilience and healing that have the power to break the cycle of abuse for future generations. 
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