A Safe Place Ministries Quick Look

The Cycle of Abuse
Originally published as the Cycle of Violence in “The Battered Woman, by Lenore Walker, 1980.

Domestic abuse typically follows a pattern
consisting of three phases that are repeated, with
some variations, over and over. The first phase is
the tension building phase: a time when the abuser
is becoming more irritable, moody, and impatient
and his partner is “walking on eggshells” trying to
prevent an increase or outburst of abusive
behavior. Phase two is the “acute battering” or
“abusive phase.” This phase is characterized by
an increase in the severity of abuse that may or

may not include physical or sexual violence.
During an acute phase a partner may flee, seek
medical attention or tell someone about the abuse.
The third phase is usually called the “honeymoon”
phase. It is characterized by relative calm,
apologies and promises by the abuser to change.
His partner may feel both relief and confusion.
She often believes him, not recognizing that the
“honeymoon” phase is also intended to control her
and keep her in the relationship.

I
TENSION BUILDING
HER RESPONSE:
 Attempts to nurture him
 Agrees - Stays away
from family and
friends
 Keeps kids
quiet—cooks his
favorite dinner
 Withdraws
(silent)
 General feeling
of walking on
egg shells

II
ABUSIVE INCIDENT

HIS ACTIONS:
 Moody
 Irritable
 Critical
 Nitpicking
 Silent/Sullen





HIS ACTIONS:
 Verbal Attacks
 Increased Psychological
Abuse
 Humiliation
 Accuses Partner of Being
Crazy

Isolates her
Withdraws affection
Blaming
Name calling






HIS ACTIONS:
 Begs forgiveness
“I’m sorry”—sends flowers
 Promises to get counseling/go
to church

HER RESPONSE:
 Agrees to stay, return, or take him back
 Attempts to stop legal proceedings
 Sets up counseling appointments for him
 Feels relieved, but confused
 Feels happy, hopeful

Threats to Assault
Forced Imprisonment
Physical/Sexual Assault
Use of weapons

 Enlists family support
“I’ll never do it again”
 Declares love
 Cries

III
HONEYMOON

HER RESPONSE:
 Tries to calm him
 Tries to reason
 Withdraws
 Decides to leave
relationship
 Protects herself any
way she can
 Police called by her,
her children or
neighbor

Learning to Recognize Abuse
The important thing to understand about identifying abuse is not just learning to watch for
particular behaviors, but being aware of how behavior is functioning. The core component of
abuse is the misuse of power to control another person. This dynamic manifests itself in
many ways from the very extreme and obvious to the very subtle. The behaviors vary, but the
goal remains the same: to gain, maintain, or regain control. Consider the varieties of abusive
behaviors in this “power and control wheel.”

STALKING

EMOTIONAL/PSYCHOLOGICAL

Spying, following
to activities
(store, church,
work, and so on).
Extreme jealousy.
Denial of basic
Frequent
rights. Deprivation
calling. Sending
of private or personal
unwanted
life. Controlling food,
presents or
water, sleep. Denies
notes.
access to medical care.

DEPRIVATION

PHYSICAL

USE of MALE
PRIVILEGE

Put-downs. Namecalling. Mind games.
Mental coercion.
Threats to end
Conditional affection.
Dishonesty. Broken relationship. Threats
to do harm. Threats to
promises.
life, to take the children, commit suicide,
to report to the
authorities.

THREATS

Beating, biting,
choking, grabbing,
hitting, kicking,
pinching, pulling hair,
punching, restraining,
scratching, shaking, shoving,
slapping, spanking,
smothering, tripping.

Treatment of the abused like a servant. Unilateral
decision-making. Expecting more privileges and
having fewer responsibilities.
Demanding, unwanted or bizarre sexual
acts. Including physical attacks to sexual
body parts, treatment as a sex object,
interruption of sleep for sex,
forced sex or withholding sex.

ECONOMIC

Restrictions on employment.
Making the abused ask for money.
Giving the abused an allowance and
taking any money the abused earns.
Requirement to account for
every penny spent while
shopping.
Use of looks, actions,
gestures, loud voice or cursing to
generate fear. Continual arguing.
Abused required to say what
abuser wants to hear.

INTIMIDATION

POWER
AND
CONTROL

Punching walls, throwing things,
destroying property, harming pets, etc.

PROPERTY VIOLENCE

SEXUAL
Use of scripture and words
like “submission” and “obey”
to dominate and control.

SPIRITUAL

Making abused
responsible for
everything in life
Hostile humor,
(bills, parenting, house,
public
etc.). Making abused
humiliation
responsible for
and criticism.
abuser’s feelings
Denigrating
and behavior.
appearance,
parenting skills,
housekeeping
skills, cooking, etc.

RESPONSIBILITY

HUMILIATION

Use of silence as a weapon.
Refuses to engage in problem
solving, communication or intimacy.
Controls what
is done, who is
seen, who is talked to.
Use of children Limits or listens in
to give messages. on calls. Sabotages car.
Restriction of outside
Use of visitation
interests. Frequent
rights as a way to
harass. Use of child moves. Restricts access to
mail. Deprived of friends.
support as leverage.
Influencing children
to side with abuser and/
or pressure abused.

PASSIVE/AGGRESSIVE

ISOLATION

USE OF CHILDREN

