
Breaking the Silence: Why Victims 

Don't Leave Abuse 

 

There are numerous reasons why individuals remain in abusive 

relationships, and it is crucial never to blame them or make them feel 

responsible for not being able to leave. By understanding the reasons 

behind their stay, we can better assist and support them in leaving 

safely when the time is right. Some of the reasons why people stay 

include: 

Fear: The fear experienced by individuals, particularly women, when 

considering leaving an abusive relationship is profound and multi-

faceted. The prospect of leaving can be terrifying, as many women 

whose partner or ex-partner kills die within the first month of leaving 

the relationship, and the risk remains high for the first year. This fear is 

not only for their safety but also for the safety of their children, family 

members, and even pets. The abuser may have made explicit threats of 

violence or implied dire consequences should the victim attempt to 

leave. This creates an environment of constant anxiety and dread, 

deciding to leave fraught with peril. Additionally, the fear of the 

unknown—such as financial instability, homelessness, or the challenges 

of single parenthood—can further paralyse the victim.  
 



Threats and Coercion:  

Abusers often use threats to harm themselves, relatives, children, or 

pets to maintain control over their partner. These threats can be explicit 

or implied, creating a pervasive atmosphere of fear and intimidation. 

Victims may stay in the relationship to protect others, believing that 

their compliance is the only way to prevent harm. The abuser's threats 

can extend to various aspects of the victim's life, including threats of 

financial ruin, public humiliation, or legal repercussions. This coercive 

control can be incredibly effective in keeping the victim trapped as they 

weigh the potential consequences of leaving against the immediate 

danger posed by the abuser's threats. The abuser may also manipulate 

the victim's sense of responsibility and guilt, making them feel that they 

are the only ones who can prevent the abuser from carrying out these 

threats. 

Shame and Guilt:  

Abusers frequently convince their victims that the abuse is their fault, 

leading them to believe that if they change their behaviour, the abuse 

will stop. This manipulation erodes the victim's confidence and self-

worth, making them internalise the blame for their abuser's actions. As 

a result, victims may start to believe they are at fault and responsible 

for the abuse. Additionally, abusers often present a charming and 

respectable facade to the outside world, making it difficult for victims 

to feel believed or supported if they disclose the abuse. This fear of 

disbelief can be paralysing, trapping them in silence and isolation. 

Cultural and religious factors can further compound this shame and 

guilt, especially if their community or faith frowns upon leaving a 

marriage. Victims may fear judgement, rejection, or ostracism from 

their family and community, intensifying their sense of entrapment. 

These complex layers of shame, guilt, and fear make it even more 

challenging for victims to seek help and break free from the abusive 

relationship. 



Lack of Confidence and Low Self-Esteem:  

Constantly being told they are worthless can erode anyone's 

confidence. Those subjected to domestic abuse and violence live in 

constant fear and suffer daily trauma, confusion, feelings of 

worthlessness, and difficulty making decisions. The relentless barrage 

of verbal, emotional, and sometimes physical abuse chips away at their 

sense of self, leaving them feeling powerless and trapped. Over time, 

the victim's self-esteem becomes so diminished that they begin to 

believe the abuser's demeaning messages. This emotional and 

psychological degradation can cause a victim to feel undeserving of 

better treatment or incapable of escaping their situation. Additionally, 

the stress and anxiety stemming from continuous abuse can lead to 

mental health issues such as depression, anxiety disorders, and post-

traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), further impairing the victim's ability 

to take decisive actions. Rebuilding confidence and self-esteem 

requires immense strength and often the support of compassionate 

friends, family, and professionals who can provide reassurance, 

validation, and encouragement. 

Practical Reasons:  There are many practical reasons for staying in an 

abusive relationship, such as a lack of money or insecure immigration 

status. Financial constraints can severely limit a victim’s options, as 

leaving often requires resources for housing, legal support, and basic 

needs. Insecure immigration status can add another layer of 

vulnerability, with fears of deportation or losing custody of children 

compounding the difficulty of leaving. Additionally, practical reasons 

may include not wanting to leave pets behind, as abusers may use pets 

as a tool of control by threatening harm or refusing to let them go. The 

logistical challenges of finding pet-friendly shelters or temporary 

housing can be daunting. Other practical reasons might involve 

concerns about healthcare, education, or employment and the 

daunting process of navigating social services and support systems. 



Isolation:  

Abusers often isolate their partners as a means of control, severing 

connections with friends, family, and the outside world. This isolation 

ensures that the victim has fewer opportunities to recognise the abuse 

or seek help. By cutting off these crucial support networks, the abuser 

makes it difficult for the victim to gain perspective or validation from 

others about their experiences. The isolation can take many forms, 

including controlling who the victim interacts with, monitoring their 

communications, or physically restricting their movements. Over time, 

this isolation can lead to a deep sense of loneliness and helplessness, 

exacerbating the victim's dependency on the abuser. Additionally, 

abusers may make their partners entirely reliant on them for basic 

needs, financial support, and emotional affirmation, further 

disempowering them and making it harder to leave. The victim's world 

becomes increasingly small and controlled, making the abuser's 

influence pervasive and all-encompassing. 

Hope and False Promises:  Sometimes, the abusive person may promise 

to change, leading the victim to believe that the abuse will stop if 

circumstances change. These promises can be incredibly compelling, 

offering a glimmer of hope that things will improve. The abuser may 

pledge to seek help, apologise profusely, or temporarily alter their 

behaviour to convince the victim of their sincerity. However, these 

changes are often short-lived, and the cycle of abuse resumes once the 

abuser feels secure in their control again. This cycle of hope and 

disappointment can be emotionally exhausting and confusing for the 

victim, reinforcing their attachment to the abuser and making it harder 

to leave. The victim’s genuine desire for a loving and peaceful 

relationship can be manipulated by the abuser’s false promises, 

creating a powerful emotional bond that is difficult to break. 

Recognising these patterns and seeking external support is crucial for 

the victim to see beyond the abuser's manipulations and prioritise their 

safety and well-being. 



Love and Abuse:  

The victim may still love their abuser, which can be incredibly confusing 

and conflicting. Trauma bonding, gaslighting, and psychological abuse 

can condition victims to accept a distorted reality as normal and 

acceptable. Trauma bonding occurs when the abuser alternates 

between periods of abuse and affection, creating a powerful emotional 

attachment that makes the victim feel dependent on the abuser. 

Gaslighting, a form of psychological manipulation, causes the victim to 

doubt their perceptions, memories, and sanity, further entrenching 

them in the abusive relationship. Psychological abuse erodes the 

victim's self-worth and autonomy, making it difficult for them to 

envision a life outside the relationship. The complexities of love in such 

scenarios are compounded by the victim's hope for change, memories 

of happier times, and the genuine affection they may still feel for their 

abuser. This emotional turmoil makes breaking free from the cycle of 

abuse particularly challenging and necessitates comprehensive support 

and understanding from friends, family, and professionals. 

Children: Some individuals may feel the children should stay in a stable 

home with both parents, not understanding that children are affected 

by the abuse even if they do not witness it directly. The abusive partner 

may also have threatened to take or harm the children or use the child 

as a means of control to prevent the victim from leaving. Furthermore, 

there is often a deep-seated fear of what they will face if they try to 

escape with the child, including potential legal battles, post-separation 

abuse, and continued manipulation. The abuser may exploit the 

children as pawns, creating an environment of fear and uncertainty that 

makes it even harder for the victim to break free. In reality, the impact 

of living in an abusive household can be profoundly damaging to a 

child's emotional and psychological well-being, making it crucial to 

prioritise their safety and long-term health over the appearance of 

stability. 



Social Pressure:  

Societal norms and expectations often exert significant pressure on 

individuals to remain in a relationship, even when it’s unhealthy or 

abusive. There is often an immense expectation to present a façade of 

the perfect family or relationship, driven by the desire to avoid stigma, 

judgement, or shame from the community. This societal pressure can 

be compounded by cultural beliefs, religious expectations, and family 

values prioritising staying together over individual well-being. The fear 

of disappointing family members, losing social standing, or facing social 

isolation can further trap individuals in harmful relationships. These 

factors combine to create a powerful deterrent against seeking help or 

leaving an abusive situation. 

Financial Dependence and Coerced Debt:  

Many individuals in abusive relationships are financially dependent on 

their abuser, making it difficult to leave without financial stability. This 

dependency creates a significant barrier to leaving. Additionally, 

abusers often create coerced debts—forcing their victims to take on 

loans, credit card debts, or other financial obligations under duress. 

This tactic of financial entrapment further restricts the victim's ability 

to achieve independence and escape the abusive situation. 

Lack of Resources:  Access to resources such as shelters, legal aid, and 

counselling can be severely limited, particularly in rural areas. The 

scarcity of available support services can create significant barriers for 

individuals seeking to leave an abusive relationship. In rural or remote 

locations, the nearest shelter may be hours away, and accessing legal 

aid or counselling services can involve long waiting times and extensive 

travel. Additionally, limited public transportation options can further 

restrict the ability to seek help. The lack of anonymity in smaller 

communities can also discourage individuals from reaching out for fear 

of being recognised. 



Emotional Manipulation: Abusers often use emotional manipulation to 

control their partners, creating a complex and confusing dynamic. They 

may alternate between abusive behaviour and acts of kindness or 

remorse, which serves to destabilise the victim’s sense of reality and 

self-worth. This tactic, often referred to as “gaslighting,” can make the 

victim question their perceptions and feelings, further entrenching 

them in the relationship. The abuser’s occasional acts of kindness or 

expressions of regret can provide the victim with a glimmer of hope 

that the relationship might improve, making it harder to leave. This 

cycle of abuse and reprieve creates an emotional rollercoaster, leaving 

the victim feeling trapped and dependent. The victim may also 

internalise the abuser's manipulative messages, believing that they are 

to blame for the abuse or that they are not worthy of better treatment. 
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