‘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 be examining the cycle of abuse and the impact that it has upon its victims. In 2022, the Office for National Statistics reported that approximately 2.4 million people aged 16 or over experienced some form of domestic abuse in the last year. This is a clear indication of the extreme number of individuals that have suffered or are continuing to suffer the cycle of abuse. These statistics highlight the importance of examining what exactly the cycle of abuse is, its four stages and the range of impacts it has upon victims, which is exactly what this essay will be doing. The cycle of abuse effects its victims in a large range of different ways including physically, emotionally, psychologically and socially. In addition to this, this essay will also be examining different strategies used to break the cycle and the importance of early intervention in situations involving the cycle of abuse. 

[bookmark: _Int_ZKd0TTHE]The cycle of abuse is a social theory which was developed by Lenore E. Walker to better define and understand the patterns of behaviours which occur in an abusive relationship between the abuser and their victim (CEP Probation, 2018). The cycle of abuse is broken down into four main stages including tensions building, incident, reconciliation or honeymoon and the calm period (Craig and Kippert, 2022). However, it is important to note that the abuse does not come to an end following the first cycle as the cycle may occur repeatedly for days, months or potentially years and causes detrimental effects on the victim. The introduction of the concept of the cycle of abuse and its stages is incredibly important to provide victims, support services and the police service the ability fully understand and identify the behaviours displayed by abusers. A victim is defined as a person who has suffered harm from either physical, emotional, mental or economic harm as a result of a criminal offence (Crown Prosecution Service, 2021). A clear definition of a victim is crucial in ensuring that the individuals who have suffered at the hands of criminals are correctly protected and supported by not only the police service, but all the partner agencies that work alongside them such as mental health teams and social services. 

[bookmark: _Int_lx6G2Esw]The first stage of the cycle of abuse is when tensions begin to build between the victim and the abuser. The Pandora Project (2023) explains that this phase includes passive-aggressive behaviour from the abuser and escalating tension between the two people. As a result of this, the victim in this situation may attempt to change their behaviour in an attempt to prevent the tensions from escalating into the next stage of the cycle. It is likely that the victim may become extremely nervous during this stage, as they may worry that any wrong move could cause the abuser to switch suddenly into the incident stage. The next stage is described by Raypole (2020) as the stage where the tension is eventually released by the abuser to attempt to regain power over the victim. This release of tension may come in the form of physical abuse such as hitting or strangling or alternatively it may come in the form of emotional or psychological abuse such as name-calling or emotional manipulation.

[bookmark: _Int_awxXcUGa]The third stage of the cycle of abuse is described as the reconciliation or honeymoon stage, in which the abuser may apologise or blame the victim for provoking them into the abuse (Cassandra Centre, 2022). This stage may be difficult for the victim as they may be made to believe it was their fault or they may believe the abuser’s apology, which as a result could lead to the victim remaining in the relationship and not seeking help. This stage may also lead to the victim developing a ‘trauma bond’ to the abuser, which is an unhealthy emotional attachment to the abuser as a result of the abuse they have experienced. The final stage of the cycle of abuse is the calm stage, which is often referred to as the ‘calm before the storm’. Bottaro (2022) explains that during this stage, the abuser typically leads the victim to believe that the incident wasn’t as severe as it seemed, which resolves the tension surrounding the incident and ultimately leads the victim into the false sense that the abusive behaviour is in the past. As a result of this, the victim is more likely to remain in the abusive relationship and this is when the cycle begins to repeat itself. 

It is important to note that the cycle of abuse can impact victims in a variety of ways, and it is not strictly physical. The cycle of abuse can affect women emotionally, psychologically, socially or even economically during the relationship and potentially for years following. Women’s Aid (2024) explain that victims can be left feeling as if their social and emotional well-being has been turned upside down and are left feeling extremely isolated whilst in the cycle of abuse. Isolation is common in victims who are trapped in the cycle of abuse which then has the potential for the victim to begin relying more on the abuser, ultimately keeping them in the cycle of abuse for longer. Additionally, victims may be left feeling humiliated or filled with grief as a direct result from the terror they have been exposed to during the cycle of abuse (Walker, 2006). As a result of this, victims may develop mental health issues such as anxiety, depression or post-traumatic stress disorder. This then places the victim in a vulnerable position which has the potential to lead them into another cycle of abuse with a new abuser, as they may be seeking someone who appears ‘stable’. As a knock-on effect from these mental health issues, victims may then develop negative coping strategies such as alcohol or drug abuse, which in turn highlights the true extent of the negative impact on victims of the cycle of abuse. In addition to these long-term effects listed above, there are also the short-term physical effects including injuries such as broken bones, hair loss, bruises or cuts (Women’s Aid, 2024).

The Cleveland Clinic (2024) explain that the first steps in breaking the cycle of abuse is recognising the cycle and reaching out for help. Reaching out for help is one of the most crucial steps in breaking the cycle, as it allows the victim to receive tailored support from specific organisations such as Women’s Aid or the Domestic Abuse Helpline, or their local police service. In addition to this, the Home Office (2024) published guidance for victims of the cycle of abuse, including several links to different support services such as Victim Support and the Bright Sky App. In Wales, there is a designated charity for victims of the cycle abuse called ‘Live Fear Free’. This charity offers a range of different services, depending on the needs of the victim at the time of contact (Live Fear Free Helpline, 2024). These services include a live chat feature, phone number for the hotline and guidance surrounding different types of abuse. A support service like this is incredibly important for victims of the cycle of abuse as it provides them with a safe space to communicate with trained professionals regarding their needs and encourages women to speak out and request help. 

Several police forces across the United Kingdom campaign against domestic violence, with one of the most notable campaigns coming from Avon and Somerset Police with the campaign ‘You are Not Alone’. This campaign was created with the aim to raise awareness of the support available for victims and survivors of the cycle of abuse, by also including links and telephone numbers for support services. (Avon and Somerset Police, 2020). A campaign of this kind by a police service is incredibly effective as it has the potential to reach a large audience, which in turn increases education surrounding the cycle of abuse and what support systems are available for victims. This campaign also constitutes as an early intervention strategy, as it aids victims in recognising and identifying the warning signs of the cycle of abuse leading them to be able to escape or prevent the cycle of abuse.

Alongside these support services, there are also several legal interventions that are available to victims of the cycle of abuse. One of these legal interventions is Clare’s Law. Clare’s Law was implemented across the United Kingdom in 2014, following the murder of Clare Wood by her partner. This intervention scheme allows victims to apply to their local police service to release information about their partners previous history of abuse or violence (Metropolitan Police, 2024). This is an incredibly helpful and positive legal early intervention as it allows victims to identify any previous history of abuse with their current partner, which puts the victim in a place of advantage to either assist them in escaping the cycle of abuse or preventing them from entering the cycle altogether. 

[bookmark: _Int_coIA8xb5][bookmark: _Int_UR5irwLZ][bookmark: _Int_5zmUXqPc]Another legal intervention is a Non-Molestation Order, which is an order that is able to be put in place to protect a victim from their abuser. This order prohibits the abuser from using or threatening physical violence or communicating with the victim (National Centre for Domestic Violence, 2022). It is clear that a non-molestation order is one of the most effective legal strategies to protect victims from their abusers in every sense, including protection from physical, emotional or financial abuse. Noble (2024) explains that these orders are incredibly powerful in protecting victims from further harm as they can be tailored to fit the individual circumstances of every case. The flexibility of this order is what makes this particular legal intervention so useful, as no abuse is the exact same which is why it is so important for the conditions to be altered on a case-by-case basis. 

In addition to these strategies and early interventions, the Code of Practice for Victims was introduced in 2006. The implementation of the codes of practice provides a minimum standard of care for the victims of crime, which ensures that they are referred to the correct services and are supported through each step (Ministry of Justice, 2024). The introduction of this code of practice is incredibly important in the movement for supporting victims in the correct way and ensuring that they receive support that is catered to their specific needs by the services best suited to them. 

[bookmark: _Int_JxQPV1GL]In conclusion, this essay has revealed that the cycle of abuse is a deep toxic cycle that spins continuously until either the victim escapes or the abuser ends up killing the victim. This essay has also examined the four stages which make up the cycle of abuse, explaining the complexities behind them and the detrimental effects that the cycle has upon victims. It has also been highlighted throughout this essay that there are numerous strategies and early interventions for victims who are trapped in or have escaped the cycle of abuse. From the information included in this essay, it is clear that victims of the cycle of abuse suffer mentally, physically and emotionally for weeks, months or even years following their experience in the cycle of abuse. Additionally, the research has concluded that the most effective early intervention tool is Clare’s Law. This is a result of its ability to prevent victims from entering or continuing with the cycle of abuse as it identifies the abuser's violent behaviour at an early stage.
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