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Domestic Abuse is a repetitive pattern of controlling behaviour in intimate relationships leading to physical harm, psychological trauma, and long-term emotional distress (Watson and Parsons (2005).  It is a widespread issue within many parts of the world which impacts many individuals (Barnett et al, 2014). According to Law Number 23 of 2004 domestic abuse is defined as any action that causes suffering and misery in the form of violence, this could be physical, sexual, psychological or neglect of someone within the household (Siregar et al , 2024).  A model for understanding this behaviour is the Cycle of Abuse which was presented by Lenore Walker (1979) who stated that the cycle of abuse consists of four key stages:  tension-building, violent episode, honeymoon, and calm (Sharma and Vatsa, 2012). This never-ending cycle makes it increasingly difficult for victims to end the intimate relationship as they develop something called a ‘trauma bond’ where both individuals involved have a strong emotional bond regardless of the violence due to the periods of calmness in the cycle (Simonic and Osewska, 2019). Therefore, this essay will critically explore the impact of the cycle of abuse on victims, the different strategies needed to break the cycle and the role of early intervention in preventing long-term effects.


The cycle of abuse was a model first introduced by Lenore Walker in 1979, who identified that domestic abuse follows a predictable and repetitive pattern (Salsabila, 2024). The model of abuse consists of four key stages: tension building, incident of abuse, reconciliation, and calm which creates a never-ending cycle that victims find difficult to escape (Raypole, 2020). However, whilst Walker’s model has remained of key importance in domestic abuse some researchers have criticised this framework for oversimplifying abuse as not all cases follow this exact sequence (Raypole, 2020). Whilst the cycle of abuse is still a key concept of today’s understanding of abuse it is important to note that the criticism shows there are lots of different ways abuse can develop and the cycle’s rigid structure does not account for varied ways in which abuse exists.  


The models first stage is the tension-building stage. In the tension-building phase the abuser begins to act unhappy and starts to tear down the victim physically and emotionally, this usually stems from stressors in the abuser’s life and is usually heightened by drugs and alcohol (David, 2006). This is reinforced by Raypole (2020) who stated that the abuser will cause harm to the victim due to external stress usually fuelled by fatigue, family issues and even financial circumstances. This shows that the victim cannot see that the cycle of abuse is happening as they do not know when the tension starts to build or predict what might happen. In this stage the victim becomes quiet and introverted to try and de-escalate the situation (David, 2006). 
As the stressors and contribution of alcohol and drugs continue to be present, the tension building will transition to the incident of abuse phase, this is where physical violence becomes inevitable, and the abuser exerts control through violence against the victim resulting in many injuries (Pretorius and Botha, 2009). This is reinforced by Raypole (2020) who stated that the abuse stage of the cycle is the abuser’s way of establishing control and releasing the tension caused by external stressors. However, the abuse is not just limited to physical harm it can also be verbal abuse, sexual abuse, or even emotional manipulation. 

The third phase is the reconciliation phase, this phase usually sees the abusive partner apologising for their actions and displays remorse (Pretorius and Botha, 2009). This phase is also known as the honeymoon phase, as many relationships start to downplay the abuse and the extent of it and many victims are convinced that they are the cause of the abuse (David, 2006). Whilst this stage seems like the gap in the cycle it still plays a crucial part in the cycle of abuse as the victim will start to feel closer to the abuser again and hope that the violence has ended but that is not always the case (Raypole, 2020). 

Lastly, there is the calm phase. This is the phase where both parties of the relationship try to maintain peace and will come up with justifications of why the incident happened (Raypole, 2020). This is where many individuals will choose to stay with their partner or abuser because they love them and think that they will change (Pretorius and Botha, 2009). 	However, the cycle can start again when another stressor occurs, and the abuser feels stressed, and tension starts to build again (David ,2009).  


Whilst Walker’s Cycle of Abuse is relevant and useful still today, as stated above it does not fully account for all forms of domestic abuse. The concept of coercive control was introduced by Evan Stark (2007) who claimed that abuse doesn’t occur in a cycle but rather is continuous, this is due to abusers maintaining psychological, financial, emotional, and physiological control over their victims throughout the relationship. Similarly, Walker’s Cycle of abuse focuses heavily on physical abuse and harm and does not account for other various forms of abuse including psychological and financial abuse (Sharma and Vasta, 2012). Therefore, Starks and Walker’s Models could be interlinked going forward to account for the various forms of abuse. 
 

Abuse causes multiple and long-term outcomes such as posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression, substance abuse and even suicide. (Jones et al, 2001).  Although it is actively seeking 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. Unfortunately, only 26% to 40% of victims that report the abuse to law enforcement, also pursue prosecution. There needs to be an increased encouragement and support for reporting, and a compassionate, non-judgemental environment would be crucial for victims to feel safe and empowered in speaking out. 27% to 40% seek medical care and forensic examinations and only 16% to 60% obtain mental health services (Campbell, 2018). It should be noted that most victims of childhood sexual abuse do not ‘forget’ the abuse experience even if they have repressed it (Moane, 2000). 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). 


Not only does abuse have everlasting impacts on victims, but it can also be normalised for victims who endured abuse as a child. A case study that can be introduced is the Fred and Rose West incident. Fred and Rose both had an upbringing that exposed them to abuse and instability, eventually leading them to emulate the same behaviour as their parents, believing it was acceptable, resulting in the victims assaulting victims (The documentary (Masters, 2011) and (Sounes, 2011).

As stated by (Bandura, 1977), it is believed that people could pick up behaviour patterns through copying and modelling what others do in their social environment. Although Rose and Fred had an abusive upbringing, not all abusers will have an upbringing that enforce this type of behaviour. There will be many unsuspecting abusers, and unfortunately there is no distinct way of determining who are the abusers.

Breaking the cycle of abuse is a complex process that first requires the victim to recognise and understand the repetitive nature of abuse. the complex process involves identifying the key phases of the cycle: - tension building, incident, reconciliation, and calm- whilst recognising and acknowledging how these patterns reoccur in abusive relationships (Engel, 2005). This is important as understanding the patterns in abuse could help victims anticipate violent situations and if needed identify exit strategies. 

However, whilst it is important to address the abuse through the victim’s perceptions, it is also important to examine the offender’s behaviour.  It has been suggested that abusers develop violent traits because of learned behaviour from childhood (Bandura,1977), this is also known as the Social Learning Theory which highlights the root cause of an offender’s behaviour using the idea of learned behaviours. This could potentially help the abuser understand their behaviour and frustration whilst helping them by using interventions such as anger management which has an effective ability to rehabilitate offenders and reduce the chance of the likelihood of repeated abuse (Howells et al, 2005). 

For victims of abuse, breaking the cycle requires a proactive approach. This includes legal protection by enforcement of criminal sanctions including restraining orders which can help support the victim by vacating the abuser from the residence, paying child support and the key importance protect victims (Carlson et al, 1999). However, a limitation to this is that many victims could live in fear of being proactive and seeking help and their abuser finding out and potentially making the abuse worse. Therefore, seeking support is a crucial step for victims and encourages individuals to reach out to counsellors, support groups, family and friends which can help victims rebuild independence (Engel, 2005). Research by Egeland et al (1988) suggest that victims that engage with early intervention programmes and gain strong support networks can significantly reduce the risk of repeated experience of violence and help the victim to escape abusive relationships whilst preventing long-term trauma. This is an effective strategy to break the cycle as intervention programmes can break the cycle that once seemed impossible to victims and prevent future violence. 

As of 2013, 35% of women worldwide have experienced either physical or sexual violence from a partner or non-partner, while nearly 30% have encountered violence within an intimate relationship (Cleaver, et al, 2019). These statistics identify the urgent need for early intervention as a preventative strategy to abuse.  

Early intervention is a timely support service aimed at preventing the escalation of abuse and improving victim outcomes (NSPCC, 2023). This support service is essential in providing effective services including support programs, behaviour change interventions and risk assessments which can be vital in addressing the abuse’s root cause and reducing long-term harm (NSPCC, 2023).  This can include reducing the risk of psychological harm like post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in victims (Jones et al, 2001). This is a key strategy that is implemented in early intervention as it can significantly help the victims when support is needed the most. However, this can only be done if victims go out and ask for support and whether they speak to the correct people who can provide them in the right direction to allow this intervention to happen. 

The signs of abuse can be very challenging to identify, this is because victims can hide their experiences due to the possible fear and coercive control of their abuser. Possible indicators of abuse can be unexpected gifts, self-harm, sudden change in work behaviour, physical injuries (walking and sitting) and disguised compliance to their abuser to limit suspicion (Social Care Institute for Excellence, 2023). 

 An effective form of support is therapy and counselling which supports victims to break the cycle and develop independence again (Sanderson, 2013). However, 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). Whilst therapy might be an effective approach for some, practical interventions like restraining orders and legal protection may be more immediate and supportive for others in helping escape the abuser (NSPCC, 2023). This Is clear that a mixed approach is more effective in terms of intervention than relying strictly on therapy as a solution. 

As of 2021, in recognition of the severity of domestic abuse, the UK government enforced a new act the ‘Domestic Abuse Act 2021.’ This act will focus on raising public awareness and further improving the efficiency of the justice system by strengthening legal responses against perpetrators (UK Government, 2020).  This shows that there has been significant improvement in addressing domestic violence and that many victims can receive the support needed and the abusers get held accountable for their actions. Whilst this act has a positive impact on reducing domestic violence, public awareness could be more engaging. 

In conclusion, Domestic abuse remains a worldwide issue, affecting millions each year (UK Government, 2022). The Cycle of Abuse (Walker 1979 as cited by Salsabila, 2024) highlights the never-ending cycle of how victims can become trapped in an intimate violent relationship and find it impossible to leave. Whilst it is a concerning issue with its devastating impact on an individual’s physical, psychological, and social well-being, early intervention is crucial in breaking the cycle of abuse to reduce the risk of the long-term effects and impact (Egeland et al ,1988). 

The key approaches in addressing domestic abuse are strengthening the support systems for victims, improving public awareness through the ‘Domestic Abuse Act 2021’ and allowing legal protection for victims, this can allow victims to heal and reduce any risk of long-term suffering or harm (Cleaver et al, 2019; Sanderson 2008). 

Therefore, there is a key importance for further research to identify the impact intervention strategies have on the abuser and holding the abuser accountable, whilst improving accessibility of support services and limiting the repeat of future abuse.  
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