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

This essay will examine the cycle of abuse and its impact on victims while suggesting ways to break the cycle and highlighting the critical role of early intervention. The cycle of abuse is a concept that utilises four elements to attempt to explain the abuse, including tension, incident, reconciliation, and calm (Walker, 1977). This cycle illustrates the deceptive routine integrated within abusive relationships, which may entrap the victim and make it challenging for them to leave. The term abuse can be applied in various contexts but primarily refers to a violation or a repeat violation of a person’s human and civil rights by another (Department of Health and Social Care, 2015). However, abuse can be physical, psychological, emotional or financial. It is evident that some individuals are more susceptible to becoming victims if they are vulnerable or have experienced specific events. A vulnerable person can be defined as an individual who is less capable of caring for themselves or protecting themselves from exploitation (His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services, 2023). This includes those with physical or mental impairments and children. Identifying vulnerability is essential for deterring and responding to abuse, especially by implementing early intervention strategies. 

Abuse has a detrimental impact on its victims, especially those who experience abuse repetitively. Those who are victims of abuse generally experience trauma such as mental health issues, sleep deprivation, and addiction (CAHM, 2024). This is a direct result of the emotional, physical, or psychological abuse inflicted by the perpetrator. Additionally, abusive cycles normalise unacceptable behaviour which deceives the victim. This results in abuse being underreported with more than half of the estimated domestic violence incidents remaining unrecorded (Office for National Statistics, 2023). This further affects the ability to identify vulnerability and implement early intervention strategies to break the cycle of abuse. Evidence suggests that those who are repeat victims of abuse are more susceptible to becoming offenders. This can be supported by a study that concluded that there is an 84% correlation between victimisation and offending (Farrell and Zimmerman, 2017). The impact of the cycle of abuse on its victims demonstrates the critical need for a comprehensive support system that addresses the immediate requirements of victims and develops improved strategies that prevent abuse. 

The cycle of abuse and its impacts on the victims can be demonstrated through the tragic death of Fiona Pilkington and her daughter Francecca Hardwick. This family were repeat victims of anti-social behaviour and were specifically targeted due to being vulnerable. The tension phase can be demonstrated through the harassment the family endured over time, creating a sense of fearlessness and helplessness. It was recorded that Pilkington and other associates had contacted the police on thirty-two occasions to report the continuous bullying, reflecting the breakdown of community safety and support (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2011). The police and other agencies would respond to the reports of anti-social behaviour, attempting to temporarily deter the offenders from provoking and intimidating the family. However, this offers the victims a false sense of security. In this case, the calm phase was overshadowed for Pilkington as a result of ongoing threats and abuse. This can be attributed to the police’s inability to identify vulnerability and implement effective strategies to better protect these victims. A review of this case made several suggestions on how the police and other authorities could have implemented better-safeguarding strategies that would have broken the cycle of abuse. The Independent Police Complaints Commission (2009) concluded that improved multi-agency collaboration, establishing the criteria of vulnerability, and training are essential for responding to repeat victims of abuse. Moreover, it also highlighted the significance of early intervention and the influence this has on preventing abuse. 
 
Early intervention in abuse cases is crucial because it can significantly reduce the immediate and long-term effects of abuse, while also helping to break the cycle. Police services will apply the THRIVE module to their investigation process to identify vulnerability and protect victims from further harm or exploitation (College of Policing, 2021). The module consists of six elements including threat, harm, risk, investigation, vulnerability, and engagement. Through applying this initiative the police will identify vulnerability, acknowledge its impact, risk assess, and respond appropriately. Identifying signs of abuse prematurely will enable authorities and support services to protect the victim before it develops into a routine. This is an essential aspect of policing child abuse, as adverse childhood experiences result in poor mental health, educational difficulties, and violence (Powell and Gheera, 2021). Addressing abuse early will ensure that the cycle of abuse is disrupted and will reduce the impact on the victim. Victims will be provided with the recourses that they require such as counselling, safe housing, or legal support to ensure that they maintain a routine that breaks the cycle of abuse (Home Office, 2022). Although early intervention may be successful in some cases, it does not always break the cycle. Those who are victims of abuse generally form an attachment to their abuser and continue the cycle or will discover a new abusive relationship (Condino et al., 2020). Alongside early intervention, it is important to utilise strategies that will continue to support victims of abuse. 

Tragedies such as the Fiona Pilkington case and other abusive relationships have provided public services with the knowledge to enhance their intervention and deterrence strategies. This includes the implementation of the Victim Code, which outlines the victim’s rights and the standard that organisations must operate to safeguard them (Ministry of Justice, 2024). The criminal justice system ensures that victims are supported through providing support systems, respectful treatment, and protecting vulnerable individuals from further harm. This strategy has been a crucial aspect of responding to abuse and preventing further victimisation. Since the implementation of this strategy, there have been several amendments made to improve its effectiveness. This includes the changes made to how police service must operate, such as utilising their discretion, providing evidence that supports their decision, and having a dedicated officer for each victim (College of Policing, 2021). Despite the implementation of the Victim Code, there are limitations associated with this strategy. Baird (2022) acknowledges that those who are from minority communities, including people with disabilities are more likely to be abused but fewer support systems are available to them. It is essential that those who are most vulnerable are prioritised within our criminal justice system and improvements must be made to ensure this. The Ministry of Justice addressed these issues, proposing that amendments should be made to the Victim Code regarding repeat victimisation and those most vulnerable (Law Commission, 2012). Through implementing effective strategies that protect individuals from further victimisation and providing them with enhanced entitlements will enable the cycle of abuse to be broken. 

The National Vulnerability Action Plan was introduced to identify vulnerability and protect individuals through seven key principles (Vulnerability Knowledge & Practice Programme, 2023). This strategy emphasises the importance of early intervention and prevention through subtle methods such as community outreach initiatives and dispersing recourses to increase public knowledge of abuse. Implementing strategies like this will educate the victim, potentially influencing the cycle of abuse. Therefore, emphasising the importance of early intervention strategies. It is also being used to respond to emerging methods of abuse, such as cyber-crime, and is heavily focused on protecting vulnerable individuals (Police Professional, 2017). This demonstrates the versatility of this strategy and its impact on deterring crime. In addition to this, this initiative proposes that utilising information and intelligence will enhance multi-agency collaboration which will effectively help identify and deter abuse. 

Another method that has been implemented to recognise abuse and break its cycle is multi-agency collaboration. Multi-agency work is an essential element of identifying abuse early and safeguarding victims. They will do this through risk assessments, information sharing, collaborative decision-making, and employing coordinated strategies that will evaluate, control, and reduce risk (College of Policing, 2018).  A collaborative approach ensures that agencies can combine their knowledge and expertise to identify vulnerability and break the cycle of abuse. The multi-agency public protection arrangement (MAPPA) was introduced to inform the criminal justice system and other agencies on how to protect victims of crime by addressing violent offenders (His Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service, 2024).  This strategy is designed to be adaptable to individual needs, ensuring that victims receive an effective response.  It has become evident that multi-agency working has become a preferred method in investigating abuse cases. This can be demonstrated through the research of Davies (2021) which acknowledges the success of a collaborative approach in responding to domestic abuse. Moreover, multi-agency work reflects the challenging aspects of responding to abuse but also highlights its effectiveness. 

In addition to this, public services have utilised theories to inform their practices regarding vulnerability and victimisation. A theory that attempts to explain victimisation is the routine activity theory. This theory was introduced by Cohen and Felson (1979) to explain crime from the offender's perspective and the elements that make a suitable target. Unlike other theories that focus on crime, this theory does not illustrate an offender but suggests that certain factors must be present to offend. This theory suggests that the absence of a capable guardian and a suitable target will increase offending (Andresen and Ha, 2017).  The theory can be applied to abuse, as victims are often vulnerable and serve as a suitable target for perpetrators. This can be demonstrated through the death of Pilkington and her daughter, both were vulnerable, the perpetrators were motivated offenders and there was a critical absence of capable guardians including police response and community support. Schreck and Fisher (2004) suggest that those who maintain healthy relationships and have support systems are less likely to become victims of crime. Therefore, emphasising the requirement for improved intervention strategies and support systems to break the cycle of abuse. 

The cycle of abuse is a damaging pattern that affects victims, often resulting in long-term trauma. The effect of abusive cycles demonstrates the importance of early intervention, by identifying abuse before it develops into a routine and providing victims with the support that they require. While strategies like the Victim Code, the National Vulnerability Action Plan, and multi-agency collaboration have improved the response to abuse the criminal justice system and other relevant agencies must continue to review the current strategies implemented. This will ensure that marginalised and vulnerable individuals will receive an exemplary response. In addition to this, the police must use previous examples of abuse to inform their practices. The death of Fiona Pilkington and her daughter emphasised the importance of early intervention strategies and ensuring that victims and vulnerable individuals are supported efficiently. Moreover, existing strategies and theories that inform practices are crucial aspects for breaking the cycle of abuse and should be utilised. To ensure that the cycle of abuse remains disrupted, stronger support systems, community involvement, and systematic change are required. Through implementing a comprehensive approach, the cycle of abuse can be effectively broken and victims are given the opportunity to rehabilitate.    
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