


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


The cycle of abuse can be first seen in the social cycle theory developed by Lenore E Walker in 1979. Lenore Walker believed that the cycle of abuse could be broken up into four stages which consist of tensions building, incident, reconciliation and calm (CEP Probation, 2018). This essay is going to examine the cycle of abuse and its impact on the victim. To be able to do this effectively, it is important to understand what makes an individual a victim or multiple people victims. The essay will also cover what is meant by the word abuse and then it will go deeper into the cycle of abuse and different theories behind it. The next thing that will be covered is how the police and/or local authorities become involved in cases of abuse and how preventive measures may influence the cycle of abuse. Next, the essay will discuss what early intervention is, the different methods of early prevention and what role it plays in the cycle of abuse. The essay will then conclude its findings. 


According to the College of Policing (2023), the definition of a victim is someone who has suffered from any kind of physical, mental or emotional harm as a result of someone else committing a criminal offence. This is a very broad definition of who can be a victim whereas a repeat victim is defined as someone who has been a victim of crime more than once within a given time period (Cambridgeshire County Council 2014). It is believed that those who fall into a cycle of abuse tend to be repeat victims. An example of this is domestic violence. A studied carried out by Weir (2024) found that 53% of repeat victims were involved in a domestic abusive relationship with an ex-partner. Domestic violence cases are strong examples of the four stages of abuse as victims will usually go through each stage on more than one occasion. Someone can suffer from abuse in many different ways. Somerset Safeguarding Adults Board (2024) gives a broad definition of abuse is when someone “causes harm or distress” to another person. Some forms of abuse include methods such as physical, sexual, mental or emotional abuse and it is important to understand that anyone can be an abuser or abused. However, the people most like to become victim to abuse are those who are considered vulnerable such as children or the elderly. According to the NSPCC (2024), approximately one in ten children in the UK have suffered some form of abuse or been neglected during their childhood. 


As previously stated, concepts of the cycle of abuse were first acknowledged by Lenore Walker in 1979. Lenore Walker focused her research on the cycle of abuse towards domestic violence and made the link between the cycle and other conditions such as battered woman syndrome and learned helplessness (Wilson, 2019).  Lenore identified that when it comes to domestic violence, there were three definite phases of the cycle of abuse. The first phase is the tension building phase where the victim would do what they can to agree with the perpetrator to deescalate the situation. The next phase is the acute explosion where the abuser will escalate the situation and carry out acts of abuse such as physical assault. The final phase is the honeymoon phase where the abusive tries to apologise and make up for what they have done, and the victim feels that they have no other choice but to forgive them and not take anything further (Safe Choices, 2019). The more widely used cycle of abuse has four phases. This cycle is similar to the previous one but incorporates the final stage of calm. This stage is when the victim notices that the abuser moves from the apologetic frame of mind and onto trying to justify their actions and moving the blame on the victim. This phase can include behaviour such as gas lighting and eventually will move back to the first phase of tension building, hence the cycle of abuse (Gillette, 2022).


Scarlett was a young woman who found herself to be a repeat victim of domestic abuse. When Scarlett was 16 years of age, she became a victim of abuse with her first partner and after that she believed that the way she was treated was normal and should be expected. Scarlett’s new partner, Liam, was heavily dependant on drugs which would often put him in a paranoid state. Whilst in this condition, he would target Scarlett and accuse her of lying and cheating on him. Liam would go through various stages of abuse such as randomly turning up at Scarlett’s home and demanding he be let in which left her feeling that she had no choice. If she refused, would that escalate the situation? Eventually the abuse became physical which was witnessed by a neighbour who contacted the police. When the police arrived on scene, they decided it would be best to take Scarlett away. Eventually, Liam was arrested and imprisoned for seriously assaulting Scarlett. When Scarlett was asked why she had stayed with Liam, she stated that the morning after the domestic incidents, everything seemed different. Liam would apologise, express his love and care for her and then go onto blame the drugs for his actions. This led Scarlett to believe that everything was back to normal (PSS, 2020). As can be seen from Scarlett’s relationship, Liam and Scarlett went through the cycle of abuse on a number of occasions. Liam’s use of drugs would cause him to become paranoid and the tension between them would build, he would then move onto controlling Scarlett and physically abusing her, the day after he would reconciliate with Scarlett and trying and explain his actions and then everything would calm down and return to normal. Domestic violence cases are good examples of how the cycle of abuse works, however the cycle of abuse can be seen in other scenarios as well. The cycle of abuse and be linked with child neglect on a regular basis. According to the National Library of Medicine (2017), children who suffered from abuse or neglect throughout their childhood are more likely to abuse their own children in the future.  Shrier (2014) states that children are the world’s best copycats and will watch how their parents, guardians and care givers go about their day. This includes everything from eating, drinking, driving and even just general conversation. Knowing this, it is safe to assume that if a child is living in a hostile environment and is witnessing parents going through the cycle of abuse or even being a victim of it themselves, they are more likely to grow up believing that this is the correct way to behave. If they then go on to repeat what they have seen growing up and what they believe is appropriate behaviour in front of their own children, the cycle of abuse continues. 


Early intervention can play a key role in disrupting the cycle of abuse. According to Early Intervention Foundation (2024), early intervention works by identifying problems from an early stage and coming up with strategies to tackle these problems before they worsen, and the individual ends up becoming a victim in the cycle of abuse. There are many organisations and groups out there that offer different forms of help or early intervention. An example would be Swansea City Council. Swansea City Council (2021) offer a service that can be accessed by anyone, where you can contact them during certain hours to ask for advice or help. There website states that the early intervention duty line is the first point of contact for anyone seeking help for young people or their families. Allcock (2019) explains that schools play a key part in safeguarding and early intervention when it comes to young people. It has been found that schools are in a good position to gain the trust and cooperation of parents which enables them to see into how a child is being treated and possibly where they may require any additional support. This information can then be passed onto the relevant services, such as social services, who then have the power and resources to help the child. 


Early intervention can be carried out in many different ways. In 2009, a 36-year-old woman named Clare was murdered by her ex-boyfriend after an abusive relationship. Clare was never aware that her partner at the time, George Appleton, had a history of violent behaviour and was known to the police (BBC News, 2014). Clare’s father campaigned for better protection for people who end up in abusive relationships and in March 2014, Clare’s Law was implemented across all police forces in England and Wales. According to the Home Office (2024), anyone has the “right to ask” and the “right to know” if their new partner has a history of violence or is known to the police for anything that may put them at risk. If the police feel that an individual is at risk of become a victim of abuse, they will arrange for a meeting in person to disclose the information. The police will not inform the partner of this search, so they do not pose any further risk to their safety. The individual can then decide if they wish to remain with their partner or seek support with the relationship. When it comes to young people, it can be more difficult to identify something that isn’t right. Children who are brought up in an abusive household or suffer from neglect themselves can begin to believe that it is a normal part of life so do not actively reach out for support or help. The NSPCC (2023) state that children who have learning difficulties, disability or mental health issues are more likely to be suffering from neglect at home. This in itself can pose bigger challenges when it comes to identifying issues or neglect. Anyone can spot the signs of abuse or neglect but the people most likely to notice something off is people who work with young people on a regular basis such as teachers or youth workers. Some signs of a child or young person suffering from abuse include regular absences or illnesses, clothing or footwear that are in bad shape or do not fit, poor hygiene, poor development such as lack of communication skills and always being hungry or having a poor appetite (Brighton & Hove Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2024). If someone such as a teacher or youth worker notices one or more of these signs on a regular basis, they may conclude that the child is suffering from neglect or abuse. Anyone who works with or has close interaction with young people is encouraged to follow 4 stages. Be alert to any warning signs or red flags. Question behaviours that are out of the ordinary. Ask for help from other people in your field or possibly someone higher than you. Refer the young person to the correct service such as social services (UK Government, 2015). By spotting the signs of abuse or neglect in the early stages, it is easier to provide the right support and prevent or break the cycle of abuse. 


In conclusion, the cycle of abuse can have long lasting negative effects on an induvial. Some who fall victim to the cycle of abuse go on to commit crimes such as assault, domestic abuse or neglect as adults (Plummer and Cossins, 2018) and some grow up to believe that the behaviours that they have experienced are normal and should be example which leads them to become victim to the cycle of abuse over and over again (Wallis, 2024). The cycle of abuse can be easily broken if professionals such as teachers or emergency workers are able to spot the early signs of abuse or neglect. This then allows them to proceed with an early intervention and provide the victim, and in some cases, the abuser the support that they require (Essex Police, 2024). 
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