
[image: S:\Quality Assurance\QAHBooks\Academic Quality Handbook 2015-16\Appendices\UWTSD Logo.jpg]





The United Nations (2024) describe domestic abuse as a pattern of behaviour in any relationship that is used to gain or maintain power and or control over an intimate partner. An "intimate partner" can be a dating and family relationship (United Nations, 2024). Domestic abuse is not a specific offence but rather a broad term that encompasses a range of abusive behaviours, including physical, emotional, psychological, and financial abuse (The Crown Prosecution Service, 2022). This can be applied to multiple criminal offences, highlighting the complex nature of the issue. Anybody can be a victim of domestic abuse regardless of age, gender, race, sexual orientation, faith, or class (Donovan and Hester, 2014). This essay will explore the cycle of domestic abuse, focusing on how it operates within intimate partner relationships, the profound impact it has on victims, and the critical importance of breaking the cycle. Particular attention will be given to how early intervention can play a crucial role in stopping the recurrence of abuse and offering victims a path to safety and recovery. The essay will begin by examining the cycle of domestic abuse, analysing its different phases and how it perpetuates control over the victim. It will then delve into the physical, psychological, social, and economic impacts that abuse inflicts on victims. Finally, the essay will discuss how the cycle can be broken, emphasising the role of early intervention strategies and the reassurance and hope that support services, legal protection, and community-based prevention programs can provide.

The Domestic Abuse Act 2021 defines domestic abuse as "any incident of controlling, coercive, threatening behaviour, violence, or abuse between those aged 16 or over who are or have been intimate partners or family members, regardless of gender or sexuality." This broad definition underscores that domestic abuse can take various forms, including physical, emotional, psychological, financial, and sexual abuse. The dynamics of such abuse are often cyclical and difficult to escape, which is well-illustrated by Dr. Lenore Walker's cycle of violence theory, developed in 1972 (Etzold, 2022). 




Walker's theory follows the perpetrator's actions and how they hinder the victim's ability to leave the abusive relationship. It follows a three-phase cycle. The first phase is the tension-building phase, where tension between the abuser and the victim gradually escalates (Federica Taccini et al., 2024). During this stage, emotional, verbal, and financial abuse are expected, with the abuser becoming increasingly irritable, moody, or prone to outbursts. The victim, to avoid conflict, often tries to appease the abuser, feeling as though they are walking on eggshells (Etzold, 2022). Small arguments may arise, but they are typically minimised or ignored.

The cycle then progresses to phase two, the acute explosion phase. Stage two is when the abuse becomes overt, manifesting in physical, emotional, or psychological violence (Federica Taccini et al., 2024). The abuser loses control, engaging in aggressive behaviour, and the victim may endure various forms of abuse. This phase is typically the shortest but also the most intense. Finally, the third stage is the honeymoon phase. After the abusive episode, the abuser often attempts to make amends by offering apologies, affection, or promises to change (Federica Taccini et al., 2024). This phase is characterised by reconciliation, with the abuser expressing remorse or being unusually kind. The victim may feel hopeful that the abuse has ended, but over time, the cycle tends to repeat as the tension starts to build again (Etzold, 2022).

The cycle of abuse is a psychological web that traps the victim in a complex mix of fear, hope, love, and trauma (Strathearn et al., 2020). Over time, this pattern erodes the victim's self-esteem and sense of worth, making it progressively more challenging for them to leave the relationship. The brief periods of remorse and affection from the abuser during the honeymoon phase strengthen the emotional connection and give the victim false hope for change (Strathearn et al., 2020). Central to this cycle is the abuser's need for power and control, which manipulates the victim's emotions and distorts their perception of reality. The victim is often isolated from support networks during the tension-building phase, making it more challenging to seek help or escape as the abuse worsens. The mental conflict that arises from the victim's attempt to reconcile the abuser's kindness with their harmful behaviour further intensifies their emotional entrapment. This cycle can persist for months or even years, leaving the victim ensnared in a damaging relationship that becomes increasingly difficult to escape; on average, it takes seven attempts before a woman can leave an abusive relationship for good (Refuge, 2022).

Domestic abuse can have devastating physical and mental health consequences for victims, manifesting in conditions such as anxiety, depression, Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), and an overall decline in psychological well-being (Kinderman, 2023). Women who experience domestic abuse—whether they are fully aware of it or not—often endure a lifetime of mental health challenges even after leaving the abusive relationship. The trauma inflicted during these abusive situations can lead to long-lasting psychological scars, making recovery a complex and challenging process (Kinderman, 2023). In the tension-building phase of the cycle of abuse, victims may experience increasing anxiety and emotional distress as they try to understand their abuser's mood swings and manipulative behaviours. This is the start of a psychological strain, and it can lead to long-term mental health issues such as anxiety and PTSD, as mentioned previously (Coburn and Gormally, 2013). The acute explosion phase, where physical or emotional abuse occurs, intensifies the trauma, and can leave lasting psychological scars. As the victims repeat the cycle of abuse, the mental health challenges often get harder and make recovery more complex. 

The financial implications of domestic violence extend beyond the personal toll on victims; it also imposes significant costs on society. In the UK alone, the estimated cost of domestic violence to mental healthcare services is approximately £176 million annually (Refuge, 2022). This figure reflects the increased demand for mental health services, therapy, and support systems needed to address the psychological fallout from abuse. Furthermore, studies have shown that women who experience domestic abuse are twice as likely to suffer from depression compared to those who have not experienced such trauma (Bland and Ariel, 2020). This heightened risk underscores the critical need for early intervention and comprehensive support services for victims. The cycle of abuse fosters financial dependency on the abuser; many abuse victims find it challenging to secure employment or maintain jobs due to the trauma and instability caused by their abusive situations. Victims struggling with economic insecurity and a lack of resources may feel trapped in the cycle, unable to leave their abuser due to fear of homelessness or financial hardship. 

Homelessness is a significant issue closely linked to domestic abuse. Many victims may remain in abusive situations due to the fear of becoming homeless (Mayock and Neary, 2023). When they eventually leave, they often find themselves without a secure place to stay, significantly increasing their risk of homelessness. This situation is particularly exacerbated for women, who may have children to care for and face fewer options for safe and affordable housing (Mayock and Neary, 2023). The trauma of abuse can also impair their ability to maintain employment, further contributing to their economic instability. According to Refuge (2022), 40% of homeless women cite domestic abuse as a contributing factor to their situation, highlighting the urgent need for effective housing solutions and support systems that address the underlying causes of homelessness among this vulnerable population. When victims are forced to leave their homes due to escalating violence, they often lack the financial resources, social support, and housing options necessary to establish a safe living environment (The Scottish Government, 2024). Consequently, the cycle of abuse leaves them with limited options for safe housing, further entrenching them in a cycle of trauma and instability.

Victims often remain in abusive relationships because they have been mentally conditioned to believe they cannot survive without their abuser (The Scottish Government, 2024). Abusers use emotional manipulation to instil a sense of dependency in their victims. A poignant example is Amelia, a survivor of domestic abuse who had a five-year-old daughter. Initially, she perceived her abuser's kindness and understanding of her vulnerabilities as genuine interest; this was part of the grooming process, where he made her feel valued and cared for. However, this façade quickly faded as he demanded constant gratitude and appreciation for his actions, highlighting his subtle control over her (Eve, 2016).



Amelia recalls that the situation gradually escalated, stating, "Things just built up, steadily escalating over the weeks, months, years" (Eve, 2016). This illustrates how abuse can evolve slowly, making it challenging for victims to identify the point at which the relationship becomes toxic (Tallman, 2021). He manipulated her into believing she was inadequate and incapable of thriving without him, which intensified her fear of leaving, especially as a mother. She expressed, "I believed I was a bad mother, that no one else would put up with me." The cycle of emotional abuse continued, and she was gaslit into staying, remarking, "People ask me why I did not end the relationship... I felt totally powerless" (Eve, 2016). 
Over time, victims may internalise the abuser's negative perceptions, leading them to feel unworthy and incapable of independent survival. This acceptance erodes their hope and reinforces the belief that leaving is unrealistic.

Amelia eventually sought help from her doctor, who recognised her need for support, and she benefited from a strong network of friends and family. This led her to connect with Eve, a domestic abuse charity in the UK. Eve offers various services, including emotional support, counselling, and assistance in navigating essential changes such as housing, finances, and legal issues. In Amelia's situation, they helped her secure legal representation and fight for custody of her child (Eve, 2024). The charity is dedicated to empowering survivors by equipping them with the resources they need to rebuild their lives after experiencing domestic abuse. Organisations like Eve not only raise awareness about domestic abuse and its signs but also provide vital support to victims. They offer a safe environment for survivors to receive emotional support and help them develop a new social network with individuals facing similar challenges. Additionally, they assist with practical needs, such as finding housing and accessing financial aid to facilitate leaving an abusive relationship like in Amelia's story (Eve, 2024). 

Recognising early signs of domestic abuse is essential for preventing escalation and helping victims escape harmful situations. Abusers often display controlling behaviours, such as closely monitoring their partner's activities, restricting their contact with friends and family to create isolation, and using threats to instil fear (Cleaver, 2019). Identifying these warning signs early makes it easier to intervene and prevent the abuse from worsening. Support from family and friends can be a critical lifeline, offering a social support system that can have a life-saving impact (Cleaver, 2019).

The National Domestic Abuse Helpline is a free and confidential service in the UK, operated by the charity Refuge, that provides support, advice, and information to victims of domestic abuse. Available 24/7, it makes help accessible (Citizens Advice, 2020). It offers immediate assistance, emotional support, and guidance whenever victims need it, including during crises or outside regular hours, such as late at night or on holidays. The helpline's free access eliminates financial barriers, which is especially important for victims whose abusers may control their finances or limit their independence (Citizens Advice, 2020). By offering multi-language support through interpreters, the helpline is accessible to people from all backgrounds, including non-English speakers. This inclusivity helps break down language barriers that often prevent victims from reporting domestic abuse or seeking help. 
Multilingual phone lines are especially significant given that 40% of Black people from Black and Minority Ethnic groups will experience domestic violence in their lifetime, compared to 30% of white women (La Casa De Las Madres, 2023). For BME communities, language barriers can make it more challenging to seek help, but the multilingual phone line helps reduce this obstacle and ensures broader access to support services.

In conclusion, domestic abuse is a pervasive and multifaceted issue that affects individuals across all backgrounds, with devastating physical, psychological, and social consequences. The cyclical nature of abuse, as outlined in Lenore Walker's theory of the cycle of violence, highlights how abusers manipulate victims through patterns of control, fear, and intermittent remorse, making it exceedingly difficult for victims to escape (Etzold, 2022). The impacts of this abuse are far-reaching, often resulting in long-term mental health challenges, financial dependency, and homelessness for victims.




Breaking the cycle of abuse requires a multi-layered approach that includes early intervention, access to support services, and legal protections (Cleaver et al., 2024). Programs like the National Domestic Abuse Helpline play a critical role in providing immediate assistance and resources to victims. At the same time, community-based efforts and healthcare interventions offer additional support layers (Cleaver et al., 2024). The helpline's inclusive, 24/7 service, particularly with multi-language support, is vital in ensuring victims from diverse backgrounds, including Black and Minority Ethnic communities, can access help without barriers. Addressing domestic abuse at its root also involves tackling broader social inequalities, such as economic hardship and housing instability, which often trap victims in abusive relationships. Comprehensive strategies that combine legal, social, and community resources are crucial in empowering survivors, offering them a path to safety and recovery, and ultimately breaking the destructive cycle of abuse (Cleaver et al., 2024).
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