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Abstract  

Domestic violence against women is a prevailing global issue that 

inflicts profound psychological, emotional, and social harm. 

Beyond visible physical injuries, survivors often endure long-term 

mental health consequences, including depression, anxiety, 

posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), low self-esteem, and 

suicidal congnition. This paper explores the complex 

psychological impacts of domestic violence through the lens of the 

Ecological Systems Theory and Learned Helplessness Theory, 

emphasizing how individual trauma is intertwined with broader 

societal and relational contexts. It highlights the critical 

importance of early intervention strategies such as trauma-

informed psychological counseling, community support networks, 

legal protection, and public education to alleviate psychological 

damage, empower survivors, and prevent the intergenerational 

transmission of violence. Despite increased awareness, efforts are 

often hindered by social stigma, inadequate legal enforcement, 

limited access to mental health services, and cultural barriers. 

The study concludes that a holistic, multi-sectoral approach that 

addresses both the internal and external dimensions of domestic 

violence is essential for promoting healing, flexibility, and 

systemic change.  
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Introduction  

Domestic violence against women remains a global concern with 

significant psychological, social, and economic consequences. 

According to the World Health Organization (2021), nearly 1 in 3 

women globally have been subjected to physical or sexual 

violence, primarily by intimate partners. While physical injuries 

are often visible, the psychological impact of domestic violence 

tends to be silent, long-lasting, and more difficult to heal. Victims 

of such abuse often suffer from depression, anxiety, 

PostTraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), and a diminished sense of 

self-worth (Beydoun et al., 2020).  

Prolonged exposure to abuse can distort a woman’s 

worldview, erode her ability to trust, and affect her relationships 

with family, peers, and society at large. Hegarty and Tarzia (2019) 

note that many survivors experience feelings of isolation, guilt, 

and helplessness, which are exacerbated by societal stigma and 

lack of support. Furthermore, domestic violence can hinder a 

woman's productivity, educational attainment, and economic 

independence, deepening the cycle of dependency and 

vulnerability.  

The complexity of these mental health outcomes calls for 

early intervention strategies that prioritize not only safety but also 

emotional recovery and empowerment. Timely access to 

counseling, legal protection, supportive housing, and 

psychosocial care can make a substantial difference in the 

recovery process. Interventions must be trauma-informed, 
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culturally sensitive, and sustained over time to ensure holistic 

healing and reintegration. Research by Goodman et al. (2021) 

emphasizes that when psychological support is provided early, 

survivors are more likely to rebuild their lives, regain confidence, 

and break free from cycles of abuse.  

  

Concept of Domestic Violence  

Domestic violence refers to any form of abusive behavior that 

occurs within intimate relationships, where one partner seeks to 

gain power and control over the other. It encompasses a wide 

range of behaviors, including physical, emotional, psychological, 

sexual, and economic abuse. This violence typically occurs in 

close, personal relationships, such as between spouses or intimate 

partners, and can affect people regardless of gender, age, or 

socioeconomic status. However, women are more likely to be 

victims of domestic violence, with men more commonly 

identified as the perpetrators (World Health Organization, 2021).  

  

Domestic violence can take various forms:  

 Physical Abuse: Physical abuse involves the use of 

physical force against another person that results in harm. 

It can involve various acts of violence, including hitting, 

slapping, punching, kicking, and other forms of physical 

harm intended to inflict pain or injury. It may also involve 

the use of weapons or other objects. Physical injuries may 

be visible (bruises, cuts, fractures) or invisible (internal 

injuries). Beyond physical injuries, it can lead to longterm 

psychological trauma, fear, and a breakdown of trust. All 

these mostly occur in domestic environments, but it can 
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also happen in other contexts such as workplaces, schools, 

or institutional settings.  

 Emotional and Psychological Abuse: This involves 

actions or words that harm the victim’s self-esteem and 

mental health, including verbal insults, threats, 

manipulation, gaslighting, and isolation from family and 

friends. It can be as damaging as physical violence, but is 

often harder to recognize (Beydoun et al., 2020). 

Emotional and psychological abuse involves manipulation 

and control over someone’s mental and emotional well-

being. This form of abuse can involve constant criticism, 

yelling, humiliation, threats, and gaslighting to make the 

victim doubt their reality. Signs may include anxiety, 

depression, withdrawal from social situations, and low 

self-esteem. Long-term psychological effects can lead to 

mental health issues such as PTSD, anxiety disorders, and 

depression. Often harder to recognize than physical abuse, 

as it may not leave visible scars but can be equally 

damaging.  

 Sexual Abuse: Sexual abuse is any non-consensual sexual 

act or behavior that is forced upon someone. This can 

include a range of behaviors, from unwanted touching to 

rape. This involves any sexual activity forced on the 

victim without consent. It may include rape, coercion, or 

forced participation in unwanted sexual acts. Sexual 

violence is an often-hidden aspect of domestic violence 

(Goodman et al., 2021). The absence of consent is the key 

element in defining sexual abuse. Victims may be coerced 

or manipulated into participating against their will. This 
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can take many forms, including molestation, sexual 

assault, rape, and exploitation. Victims often experience 

severe emotional and psychological consequences, 

including PTSD, anxiety, and sexual dysfunction. Cultural 

stigma often prevents victims from speaking out or 

seeking help, making recovery more difficult.  

 Economic Abuse: Economic abuse refers to controlling a 

person's access to financial resources, making it impossible for 

them to support themselves or gain financial independence. In 

this form, the abuser controls the victim’s financial 

resources, restricting access to money, employment, or 

education. This makes it difficult for the victim to escape 

the abusive relationship or gain independence (Hegarty & 

Tarzia, 2019). Economic abuse refers to controlling a 

person's access to financial resources, making it 

impossible for them to support themselves or gain 

financial independence. This can take the form of 

withholding money, preventing a partner from working, or 

exploiting their financial resources. Victims may become 

dependent on the abuser, making it difficult to leave the 

relationship. Warning signs include a partner controlling 

your spending, not allowing you access to bank accounts, 

or taking your earnings. However, Economic abuse can be 

a tactic to reinforce other forms of abuse, creating a cycle 

of control and dependence.  

 Digital Abuse: In recent years, the advent of technology 

has led to a new form of domestic violence, where abusers 

use digital platforms, including social media, texts, and 

other electronic means, to stalk, threaten, or humiliate 
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their victims. Examples include constant texting to check 

up on someone, sending threatening messages, posting 

embarrassing content, or monitoring online activities. 

Manipulation; It often includes tactics like monitoring 

social media accounts, sharing personal information 

without consent, or creating fake accounts to manipulate 

or deceive. Victims may experience anxiety, paranoia, and 

feelings of isolation. Repeated digital harassment can 

escalate to offline abuse. Hence, with the rise of 

technology, especially among younger populations, digital 

abuse is becoming increasingly common and requires 

awareness and education to combat.  

  

Domestic violence often goes unreported due to a variety of 

reasons, including fear of retaliation, shame, or dependence on the 

abuser. The victims may feel trapped due to emotional ties, 

financial limitations, or societal pressures (Hegarty & Tarzia, 

2019). Moreover, cultural norms and legal barriers often prevent 

victims from seeking help, especially in societies where gender 

roles are rigid, and women are expected to endure abuse. 

Domestic violence, while complex, is a critical issue that affects 

not only the victim but also children, extended family members, 

and communities at large. The need for comprehensive, 

multidisciplinary approaches to address domestic violence, 

including legal, psychological, and social interventions, is 

essential to reduce its prevalence and mitigate its effects.  

A substantial body of research indicates that women 

subjected to Domestic Violence (DV) experience heightened 



  Omojo                                                                                             Preorcgess   Vol   5    2025  

  

238                  Copyright @ Ezenwa-Ohaeto Resource Centre, Awka, Nigeria          

levels of depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD), and suicidal tendencies (Krug et al., 2002; Campbell,  

2002). Non-African scholars, such as Walby and Allen (2004), 

emphasize that ongoing abuse leads to chronic psychological 

trauma, impairing women’s ability to function effectively. In 

African contexts, studies by Omoro et al. (2014) in Uganda have 

documented alarmingly high rates of depression and PTSD 

among women experiencing domestic violence. These studies 

highlight how cultural acceptance of violence, stigma, and limited 

access to mental health services exacerbate psychological 

suffering  

  

Theoretical Framework  

This study is anchored on Ecological Systems Theory, Learned 

Helplessness Theory, to explain the psychological impact of 

domestic violence on women. Ecological Systems Theory posits 

that an individual’s development and well-being are shaped by 

interconnected systems such as family, community, culture, and 

society, which collectively influence women’s experiences of 

violence and recovery. Learned Helplessness Theory explains 

how repeated exposure to uncontrollable abuse can lead survivors 

to feelings of powerlessness, diminished self-efficacy, and 

resignation, thereby increasing the risk of depression and PTSD.   

  

 Ecological Systems Theory   

 Learned Helplessness Theory   

 Integrating the Theories  
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Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory emphasizes that 

individual development is influenced by a variety of 

interconnected environmental systems. These systems range from 

the immediate context, such as the family, to broader societal 

influences. In the case of domestic violence, the microsystem— 

the immediate family environment—plays a significant role in the 

occurrence of abuse. For instance, the abusive behaviors of a 

partner may be modeled by children within the family, 

perpetuating a cycle of violence. The mesosystem, or the 

interactions between different settings such as family and the 

community, further impacts the victim's ability to seek help or 

escape from violence. In some communities, social stigma and 

lack of resources may deter women from seeking support, 

reinforcing the cycle of abuse. The macrosystem, which includes 

broader societal norms and policies, can either perpetuate or help 

mitigate domestic violence. In societies where gender-based 

violence is normalized or inadequately addressed by legal 

frameworks, victims may feel trapped and unsupported (Swart, 

2020). Therefore, Bronfenbrenner’s model emphasize the 

importance of a multilayered intervention approach, which 

includes not only psychological therapy for the individual but also 

support from family and community systems, as well as broader 

societal efforts to create policies that protect women and educate 

the public about the harmful effects of domestic violence 

(Brofenbrenner, 1979).  

The Learned Helplessness Theory developed by Seligman 

(1975) provides insight into the psychological impact of repeated 

exposure to uncontrollable and aversive events, such as domestic 

violence. In his original research, Seligman found that animals 

subjected to uncontrollable stressors—such as electric shocks— 
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became passive and eventually failed to attempt to escape their 

situation, even when escape was possible. This phenomenon was 

later generalized to humans, particularly in cases of domestic 

violence, where women may experience repeated exposure to 

abuse and control by their partners. Over time, these victims 

develop a sense of helplessness, feeling that no matter what they 

do, they cannot change or escape their abusive circumstances. 

This feeling of powerlessness leads to depression, anxiety, and a 

diminished sense of self-worth (Abramsky et al., 2011). 

Seligman’s theory is particularly important when understanding 

the psychological mechanisms behind why victims of domestic 

violence may remain in abusive relationships despite having 

opportunities to leave, as they may believe that escape is futile. 

This feeling of helplessness not only worsens the emotional and 

psychological trauma of domestic violence but also hinders 

victims from seeking help and resources.  

Recent studies have extended the concept of learned 

helplessness to include the psychological toll of emotional and 

economic abuse (Bennett et al., 2020). Victims may feel trapped, 

both emotionally by the manipulation of their abusers and 

financially due to economic dependency, which exacerbates their 

sense of helplessness. This, in turn, leads to greater vulnerability 

to long-term psychological issues such as post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD) and suicidal ideation (Tolin & Foa, 2019). The 

application of this theory in the context of domestic violence 

highlights the need for early intervention to break the cycle of 

abuse and help victims regain a sense of control over their lives. 

Therapy, empowerment programs, and financial independence 

can play crucial roles in restoring victims’ agency and mitigating 

the effects of learned helplessness (Seligman, 1975).  
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 The  Ecological  Systems  Theory  and  the  Learned  

Helplessness Theory offer complementary perspectives on the 

psychological impact of domestic violence. While 

Bronfenbrenner’s theory emphasizes the interplay between 

environmental systems, Seligman’s theory focuses on the internal 

psychological responses of victims. Together, these theories 

illustrate how domestic violence can become a multifaceted 

problem that requires a holistic approach. Interventions that focus 

on the victim’s psychological recovery alone may not be sufficient 

without addressing the external factors such as family dynamics, 

community support, and societal norms that enable abuse to 

continue (Finkelhor et al., 2019).  

In practice, this means that effective interventions should not 

only include psychological support for victims of domestic 

violence but also efforts to transform the social and environmental 

contexts that perpetuate abuse. These interventions might involve 

legal reforms, community-based support programs, and the 

promotion of positive cultural norms that reject violence against 

women. Additionally, targeted mental health interventions should 

aim at restoring the victim’s sense of control and self-worth, 

which may be undermined by the effects of learned helplessness. 

Such interventions could include trauma-focused cognitive 

behavioral therapy (CBT) and empowerment-based programs, 

which have been shown to be effective in promoting 

psychological recovery and resilience among victims of domestic 

violence (Tolin & Foa, 2019).  

In summary, the integration of the Ecological Systems Theory 

and the Learned Helplessness Theory provides a robust 

framework for understanding the complex psychological impact 
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of domestic violence on women. While psychological recovery is 

critical, addressing the broader environmental and social factors 

that contribute to domestic violence is equally important. These 

theories emphasize the importance of a multifaceted intervention 

approach that includes psychological, social, and policy-based 

strategies to help victims of domestic violence regain control over 

their lives and recover from trauma.  

  

The Psychological Impacts of Domestic Violence  

The psychological impacts of domestic violence are far-reaching 

and can have lasting consequences for the victims, often affecting 

their mental health, behavior, and overall well-being. The abuse 

experienced in intimate partner violence (IPV) often results in 

complex trauma, with multiple psychological effects that can 

linger long after the abuse has ended. In addition to the previously 

mentioned issues, several other psychological consequences are 

prevalent:  

 Depression and Anxiety: Chronic exposure to abuse 

increases vulnerability to various mental health disorders, 

particularly depression and anxiety. Victims often feel 

trapped in a cycle of hopelessness, exacerbating feelings 

of helplessness and powerlessness. The isolation and 

emotional distress caused by abusive relationships 

contribute to the development of these disorders. A study 

by Dokkedahl et al. (2021) found that women who 

experience domestic violence are not only twice as likely 

to develop depressive disorders but also exhibit a 

significantly heightened response to stress. Anxiety 

disorders, including generalized anxiety and panic attacks, 
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are common as victims often live in constant fear of their 

abusers' actions. The continued unpredictability of 

abusive behavior intensifies this anxiety  

 Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD): Victims of 

domestic violence often experience the debilitating effects 

of PTSD. As noted by Trevillion et al. (2020), a significant 

percentage of women exposed to IPV develop symptoms 

such as flashbacks, nightmares, emotional numbing, and 

hyper vigilance. The trauma endured during the abuse 

often lingers long after the situation has ended, impairing 

daily functioning and increasing vulnerability to 

revictimization. The psychological toll is compounded by 

the fear that the abuser might return or exact further 

punishment. The symptoms of PTSD often interfere with 

the ability to form healthy relationships and manage 

everyday tasks, severely limiting the victims’ quality of 

life.  

 Low Self-Esteem and Social Withdrawal: Domestic 

violence often leads to the internalization of the abuse, 

with victims blaming themselves for the situation. This 

internalization can result in low self-esteem and a deeply 

diminished sense of self-worth. According to Walker et al. 

(2022), many women feel powerless to escape their 

abusive circumstances, which further reinforce negative 

beliefs about their value and abilities. Over time, this 

psychological damage causes victims to withdraw 

socially, avoiding friends, family, and support networks 

out of fear of judgment or shame. This isolation makes it 
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more difficult for victims to seek help or even recognize 

the abuse for what it is, as they become increasingly cut  

off from outside perspectives. Social withdrawal only 

deepens the psychological isolation, leading to a vicious 

cycle of depression and further emotional distress.  

 Substance Abuse and Suicidality: As a coping 

mechanism, some women turn to substances such as 

alcohol or drugs to dull the emotional and physical pain 

caused by the abuse. Research by Lagdon et al. (2021) 

demonstrates a clear correlation between domestic 

violence and an increased risk of substance abuse, 

particularly in women who have experienced long-term 

abuse. The cycle of emotional and physical torment can 

lead victims to seek numbing agents to temporarily escape 

the overwhelming feelings of fear, shame, and 

hopelessness. Unfortunately, substance abuse further 

complicates recovery and exacerbates mental health 

issues, leading to a dangerous cycle of dependence. 

Suicidality is another serious outcome of domestic 

violence. The emotional and physical toll of abuse can 

make victims feel that they have no escape, leading to 

thoughts of self-harm or suicide. Studies have found that 

women who experience intimate partner violence are 

significantly more likely to attempt suicide than those who 

have not been abused (Campbell et al., 2002). This 

underscores the severity of the psychological trauma and 

the urgent need for early intervention to prevent such 

tragic outcomes.  
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 Emotional Dysregulation and Anger Issues: Victims of 

domestic violence often struggle with emotional 

dysregulation, which can manifest as sudden anger 

outbursts, irritability, or difficulty managing emotions. 

This is particularly true for women who have suffered 

emotional or psychological abuse, as they are frequently 

subjected to verbal assaults and manipulation. As a result, 

many victims may have difficulty trusting others and 

experience extreme mood swings, making it challenging 

to engage in stable relationships. Research by Jones & 

McGovern (2019) points out that emotional dysregulation 

in domestic violence victims is often the result of 

prolonged trauma, causing women to develop maladaptive 

coping strategies, such as aggression, to deal with 

overwhelming feelings.  

 Cognitive Impairments and Memory Issues: The 

mental strain caused by prolonged abuse may lead to 

cognitive impairments, including problems with memory, 

concentration, and decision-making. This effect, often 

overlooked, is tied to the emotional and psychological 

strain caused by constant fear and stress. Victims may find 

it difficult to focus on tasks, remember important details, 

or make decisions, all of which are crucial for managing 

everyday life. Research suggests that chronic stress, 

particularly in the context of IPV, may result in changes to 

brain function, especially in areas responsible for 

emotional regulation and memory (Shin et al., 2019). 

These cognitive difficulties can hinder a victim's ability to 

seek help or make the necessary changes to escape the 

cycle of abuse.  



  Omojo                                                                                             Preorcgess   Vol   5    2025  

  

246                  Copyright @ Ezenwa-Ohaeto Resource Centre, Awka, Nigeria          

 Long-Term Psychological Effects on Children: 

Children who grow up in homes where domestic violence  

is present are not only at risk of direct physical harm but 

also experience significant psychological effects as they 

witness or are exposed to violence. Research by Finkelhor 

et al. (2019) highlights that children exposed to IPV may 

develop a range of emotional and behavioral problems, 

including anxiety, depression, and aggression. These 

children may also suffer from difficulties in forming 

healthy relationships, as they internalize violent behavior 

as normal or acceptable. The intergenerational 

transmission of violence can thus perpetuate cycles of 

trauma across generations. The psychological impact of 

domestic violence on women is extensive and 

multidimensional. The mental health outcomes of IPV— 

ranging from depression, anxiety, and PTSD to substance 

abuse, suicidality, and social withdrawal—are profound 

and long-lasting. These issues emphasize the importance 

of early intervention that goes beyond physical safety, 

incorporating mental health support, trauma-informed 

care, and empowerment strategies. Additionally, 

addressing the root causes of domestic violence within 

broader social, legal, and cultural contexts is crucial for 

helping victims recover and preventing further harm. 

Support from family, communities, and institutions plays 

a vital role in the healing process and should be integrated 

into any intervention model aimed at breaking the cycle of 

abuse.  
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The Need for Early Intervention  

Early psychological intervention is critical in addressing the 

multifaceted effects of domestic violence and supporting the long-

term recovery of victims. Timely intervention not only helps 

mitigate the immediate psychological harm but also plays a 

crucial role in preventing further abuse and improving the chances 

of successful rehabilitation. The urgency of early intervention is 

underscored by the significant mental health consequences 

associated with prolonged exposure to domestic violence, 

including depression, anxiety, PTSD, and substance abuse 

(Trevillion et al., 2020). A comprehensive approach that includes 

mental health counseling, community-based support, educational 

programs, and legal reforms is essential for breaking the cycle of 

abuse and promoting resilience in survivors.  

  

Mental Health Counseling: Psychological support is one of the 

most effective forms of early intervention for survivors of 

domestic violence. Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) has been 

particularly beneficial in helping victims’ process trauma, 

challenge negative thoughts, and develop healthier coping 

mechanisms (Watts & Zimmerman, 2021). CBT is based on the 

premise that individuals can change their emotional responses and 

behaviors by recognizing and altering distorted thought patterns. 

For survivors of domestic violence, this approach enables them to 

address feelings of helplessness, guilt, and fear, which are 

commonly associated with abuse. Moreover, trauma-focused 

therapy has also shown promise in helping individuals manage the 

deep emotional scars of abuse, particularly when integrated with 

mindfulness-based interventions or dialectical behavior therapy 
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(DBT) (Ko et al., 2021). Through early intervention, victims are 

provided with the tools they need to process their experiences and 

rebuild their sense of self-worth.  

  

Community-Based Support: Community-based interventions 

are crucial for offering immediate relief and long-term support to 

survivors of domestic violence. Support groups, shelters, and 

advocacy services provide a safe environment for victims to share 

their experiences, learn coping strategies, and gain a sense of 

empowerment. According to Murray et al. (2020), support 

networks play a pivotal role in promoting resilience among 

survivors by offering emotional support and connecting them with 

necessary resources. These interventions can reduce isolation, one 

of the key factors that often prevent victims from seeking help. In 

addition to providing emotional assistance, shelters also offer 

practical services such as housing, financial support, and legal 

advocacy, all of which are crucial for a survivor’s recovery 

process.  

Furthermore, peer-led support groups have been shown to be 

particularly effective, as they provide survivors with the 

opportunity to engage with others who have shared similar 

experiences, thereby fostering a sense of solidarity and 

community. These groups often focus on empowerment, helping 

individuals reclaim control over their lives and reinforcing their 

belief in their ability to heal and move forward.  

  

Educational Programs: The role of education in early 

intervention cannot be overstated. By integrating domestic 
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violence awareness into school curricula, educational institutions 

can play a proactive role in both preventing abuse and enabling 

early identification of victims. Emotional literacy programs that 

focus on empathy, healthy relationships, and conflict resolution 

can equip students with the tools to recognize unhealthy behaviors 

and protect themselves from future harm (Jewkes et al., 2020). 

Early education not only raises awareness about domestic 

violence but also provides children and adolescents with the 

resources to recognize abusive behavior in their own lives or the 

lives of others.  

Additionally, school-based counseling services can offer 

immediate assistance to students who might be experiencing 

domestic violence at home. Training teachers and school 

counselors to identify signs of abuse and respond appropriately 

can significantly increase the chances of early intervention. 

According to Jewkes et al. (2020), students who have access to 

supportive adults in their school environments are more likely to 

seek help and escape abusive situations.  

  

Policy and Legal Reform: Effective policy and legal reform is 

crucial in ensuring that survivors have access to the resources they 

need and that perpetrators are held accountable. According to 

Fawole (2021), the implementation and enforcement of protective 

laws—such as restraining orders, shelter availability, and legal aid 

for survivors—are vital for facilitating early intervention. Legal 

reforms can include making it easier for survivors to file 

complaints, ensuring that law enforcement agencies respond 

promptly and appropriately, and providing accessible legal 
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counsel. Policies that address domestic violence as a public health 

issue rather than just a criminal act are also necessary to ensure 

that survivors receive a holistic form of care.  

Family courts that specialize in domestic violence cases can 

expedite legal proceedings, ensuring that survivors are protected 

from further harm. Furthermore, policies aimed at providing 

economic assistance to victims, such as access to housing, 

employment, and welfare programs, are essential for creating a 

sustainable path out of abusive situations (Fawole, 2021). These 

legal and policy measures, in combination with social and 

community support, create a comprehensive framework that 

addresses both the immediate and long-term needs of domestic 

violence survivors.  

  

Public Awareness and Media Campaigns: In addition to direct 

interventions, public awareness campaigns play a critical role in 

early intervention by changing societal attitudes toward domestic 

violence. Such campaigns can challenge the normalization of 

violence, educate the public on warning signs, and encourage 

bystanders to take action (Banyard et al., 2020). The media can be 

a powerful tool for promoting social change by raising awareness 

about the psychological and physical harm caused by domestic 

violence and highlighting the importance of early intervention.  

Media campaigns can also help normalize conversations 

about mental health and healing, thereby encouraging victims to 

seek help without fear of stigma or shame. These campaigns can 

be targeted to various audiences, including men, to address the 

role of toxic masculinity in perpetuating violence and to promote 

nonviolent behaviors.  
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Early intervention in cases of domestic violence is not only 

essential for the well-being of victims but also crucial in 

preventing the perpetuation of violence in future generations. The 

need for a comprehensive, multi-faceted approach—including 

mental health counseling, community support, education, and 

legal reform - cannot be overstated. As research shows, timely 

intervention can significantly reduce the psychological, 

emotional, and physical impacts of domestic violence and offer 

victims the opportunity to rebuild their lives. A combination of 

immediate crisis support and long-term recovery strategies is 

necessary to break the cycle of abuse and help survivors regain 

control over their lives.  

  

Strategies for Early Intervention  

Effective early intervention strategies are essential for protecting 

victims of domestic violence, mitigating psychological harm, and 

breaking the cycle of abuse. These strategies must be 

multisectoral, inclusive, and sustainable to ensure long-term 

impact. Below is an expanded overview of each core strategy: 

Psychological support remains one of the most effective means of 

helping survivors cope with and recover from the trauma of 

domestic violence. Trauma-focused therapies, such as Cognitive 

Behavioral Therapy (CBT) and Eye Movement Desensitization 

and Reprocessing (EMDR), are widely recognized for their ability 

to reduce symptoms of PTSD, anxiety, and depression. According 

to Watts & Zimmerman (2021), survivors who engage in 

structured therapy programs show significantly better outcomes 

in emotional regulation, self-esteem, and cognitive reframing.  
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Additionally, group therapy, art-based interventions, and 

mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) are increasingly 

being used as complementary approaches. These therapies 

provide a safe space for survivors to express their experiences, 

develop coping strategies, and foster a sense of community and 

healing.  

Access to legal protection is critical for ensuring survivor 

safety and holding perpetrators accountable. This includes issuing 

and enforcing protection orders, emergency restraining orders, 

and providing free or subsidized legal representation. As Fawole 

(2021) emphasizes, strong legal frameworks backed by consistent 

enforcement are vital to safeguarding victims' rights. Beyond 

protection orders, policy advocacy is necessary to drive systemic 

change. This includes lobbying for laws that criminalize all forms 

of domestic abuse (physical, emotional, economic), promoting 

gender-sensitive legal training, and pushing for survivor-centered 

judicial procedures. Community legal clinics and paralegal 

programs can also bridge the gap for survivors who may face 

financial or logistical barriers in accessing formal legal support.  

Community-based support plays a transformative role in both 

immediate protection and long-term recovery. Support groups, 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs), faith-based 

organizations, and shelters provide not just physical refuge, but 

also psychosocial support, economic empowerment programs, 

and skill-building opportunities. According to Murray et al. 

(2020), survivors who engage in community networks report 

reduced isolation and increased confidence in their ability to 

rebuild their lives. Moreover, peer-led groups and survivor 

mentorship programs create pathways for empowerment by 



  Omojo                                                                                             Preorcgess   Vol   5    2025  

  

253                  Copyright @ Ezenwa-Ohaeto Resource Centre, Awka, Nigeria          

fostering solidarity and reducing stigma. Community centers that 

offer wraparound services—such as child care, counseling, legal 

aid, and vocational training—are particularly effective in meeting 

the holistic needs of survivors.  

Raising awareness through public education is essential in 

shifting harmful cultural norms and preventing future violence. 

Education campaigns targeting gender equality, non-violent 

communication, consent, and healthy relationships help dismantle 

the root causes of domestic violence. Jewkes et al. (2020) argue 

that when communities are educated on the signs of abuse and the 

importance of intervention, they are more likely to challenge 

abusive behaviors and support victims. Mass media campaigns, 

school-based programs, and community dialogues are powerful 

tools in reshaping public attitudes. Social media platforms can 

also be leveraged to reach broader audiences, especially youth, 

with empowering messages and resource information.  

Frontline professionals—including health workers, law 

enforcement officers, social workers, and teachers—are often the 

first point of contact for victims. Therefore, equipping them with 

trauma-informed and gender-sensitive training is essential. This 

includes recognizing signs of abuse, handling disclosures with 

empathy, ensuring confidentiality, and providing appropriate 

referrals.  

Training should be ongoing and integrated into the 

professional development frameworks of these sectors. According 

to Ko et al. (2021), when first responders are trained to avoid re-

traumatization and support victims empathetically, survivors are 

more likely to seek and continue receiving help. Multidisciplinary 

response teams that bring together law enforcement, mental health 
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experts, and victim advocates are also effective models for 

coordinated care.  

A critical but often underemphasized early intervention 

strategy is economic empowerment. Many victims remain in 

abusive relationships due to financial dependence. Providing 

access to microcredit, vocational training, job placement services, 

and financial literacy programs can significantly enhance a 

survivor’s ability to leave and remain free from abusive 

environments. Empowerment programs specifically designed for 

women and girls are crucial in high-risk communities.  

The complexity of domestic violence requires a 

comprehensive, coordinated, and survivor-centered approach to 

early intervention. Psychological counseling, legal protection, 

community networks, education, and training of first responders 

must work in synergy. By investing in these strategies, 

communities and governments can significantly reduce the 

prevalence and impact of domestic violence while empowering 

survivors to reclaim their lives with dignity and hope.  

  

Challenges in Addressing the Psychological Impact  

Despite growing awareness and advocacy, numerous challenges 

hinder effective responses to the psychological toll of domestic 

violence on women. These obstacles are often interconnected and 

influenced by cultural, economic, structural, and policy-level 

barriers.  

  

Stigma and Silence:  Cultural and societal norms often silence 

victims and reinforce gender-based power imbalances. In many 
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Nigerian communities, domestic violence is viewed as a private 

family matter rather than a criminal or public health issue. Fawole  

(2021) notes that women who speak out are often blamed, 

shamed, or pressured to remain in abusive marriages for the sake 

of children or family reputation. This pervasive stigma 

discourages victims from seeking help, thus prolonging their 

psychological distress and reinforcing cycles of abuse.  

  

Limited Access to Services: Psychological support services such 

as counseling centers, mental health clinics, and emergency 

shelters are scarce, especially in rural and underserved regions. 

Even where such services exist, there may be a lack of trained 

professionals, poor funding, and limited awareness about 

available resources. According to Dokkedahl et al. (2021), 

underresourced mental health systems contribute to delayed or 

inadequate care, leaving survivors vulnerable to worsening 

symptoms like depression, anxiety, and PTSD.  

  

Inadequate Legal Enforcement: Although there are laws in 

Nigeria such as the Violence against Persons (Prohibition) Act 

(2015), the enforcement of these laws remains inconsistent. Police 

officers and judicial systems may lack the training or sensitivity 

to handle domestic violence cases appropriately. Fawole (2021) 

emphasizes that legal loopholes, delays in justice delivery, and 

societal biases toward preserving marriage over individual safety 

hinder women’s ability to obtain timely legal protection and 

psychological relief.  
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Financial Dependence: Economic vulnerability is one of the 

most significant reasons women remain in abusive environments. 

Women who lack financial independence may fear homelessness, 

inability to care for children, or loss of economic stability if they 

leave an abusive partner. Lagdon et al. (2021) argue that financial 

constraints also limit access to therapy, legal representation, and 

relocation services—all of which are essential for emotional 

recovery and personal safety.  

  

Lack of Coordinated Response: The absence of a multi-sectoral 

approach often leads to fragmented services and inefficient care 

for survivors. In many cases, the legal, health, and social welfare 

systems operate in isolation rather than in partnership, causing 

delays or lapses in referral processes and follow-up care. Ko et al. 

(2021) assert that an integrated response—including trained 

police officers, trauma-informed healthcare providers, legal 

advocates, and community-based organizations—is necessary for 

comprehensive support and recovery.  

  

Cultural and Religious Influences: Deep-seated patriarchal 

beliefs and religious teachings in some communities may 

encourage women to "endure" suffering in silence or prioritize 

family unity over personal well-being. This complicates efforts to 

provide psychological care, as victims may internalize guilt or 

fear divine or societal condemnation for leaving their partners or 

speaking out.  

  

Secondary Victimization: Victims who seek help may encounter 

secondary victimization from institutions meant to protect them. 
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This can include disbelief, trivialization of abuse, or 

retraumatization through insensitive questioning or dismissive 

attitudes by service providers. Such experiences deter many 

women from seeking further help and exacerbate their 

psychological harm.  

  

Low Mental Health Awareness: In many Nigerian communities, 

mental health literacy remains low, and emotional distress is often 

misunderstood or stigmatized. Survivors may not recognize that 

their symptoms are treatable psychological responses to trauma, 

or they may fear being labeled as “mad” or “possessed,” which 

further isolates them.  

  

Summary  

Domestic violence has far-reaching psychological effects on 

women, ranging from emotional disorders such as depression and 

anxiety to long-term trauma like post-traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD), low self-esteem, and suicidal tendencies. These impacts 

not only disrupt the mental well-being of survivors but also affect 

their capacity for social engagement, economic productivity, and 

caregiving responsibilities. The Ecological Systems Theory 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and Learned Helplessness Theory 

(Seligman, 1975) provide a theoretical basis for understanding 

how abuse is reinforced through personal, relational, and societal 

systems, and how victims may become psychologically entrapped 

in a cycle of fear and helplessness. Effective early intervention— 

which encompasses psychological support (e.g., trauma-informed 

therapy), legal protection (e.g., enforcement of protective laws), 

and societal involvement (e.g., public awareness and 
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education)—is critical for breaking the cycle of abuse and 

facilitating healing. Timely intervention also increases the 

likelihood of rebuilding self-worth, promoting resilience, and 

preventing re-victimization. However, these efforts are 

significantly hindered by social stigma, cultural norms that 

tolerate or minimize abuse, and inadequate access to mental 

health and legal services, especially in rural and underserved 

communities. Furthermore, a lack of coordination across critical 

sectors—such as law enforcement, health care, education, and 

social welfare—often leads to fragmented support systems, 

delaying recovery and justice for survivors. Addressing domestic 

violence in a holistic manner requires not only individual 

treatment but also systemic reform, policy enforcement, 

community engagement, and sustained advocacy efforts to protect 

and empower women.  

  

Conclusion  

Domestic violence is not only a gross violation of human rights 

but also a pressing public health and societal concern with 

devastating psychological consequences for women. Victims 

often experience long-lasting mental health challenges— 

including depression, anxiety, PTSD, and low self-esteem, that 

hinder their capacity to lead fulfilling and productive lives. This 

study, grounded in Ecological Systems Theory and Learned 

Helplessness Theory, underscores the intricate relationship 

between individual behavior, environmental influence, and the 

recurring nature of abuse. These theoretical lenses highlight that 

effective solutions must go beyond treating symptoms to address 

root causes embedded in family, community, and societal systems. 



  Omojo                                                                                             Preorcgess   Vol   5    2025  

  

259                  Copyright @ Ezenwa-Ohaeto Resource Centre, Awka, Nigeria          

Therefore, early, multidimensional intervention is essential. 

Proactive mental health services, trauma-informed care, legal 

protection, public education, and coordinated community support 

can significantly alleviate the burden of abuse and open pathways 

to recovery. Tackling the psychological impacts of domestic 

violence requires a collective societal effort—one that prioritizes 

prevention, empowerment, and sustained support for survivors. 

Only through such an integrated approach can we hope to reduce 

the prevalence of domestic violence and promote healing and 

justice for women in Nigeria and beyond.  

  

Recommendations  

 Expand Access to Mental Health Services: Government 

and non-governmental organizations should invest 

significantly in establishing and strengthening 

traumafocused psychological counseling and 

rehabilitation centers across the country. These services 

must be affordable, culturally sensitive, and easily 

accessible to victims of domestic violence. Special 

emphasis should be placed on rural and underserved areas 

where mental health services are almost non-existent. In 

addition, mobile clinics and tele-therapy platforms can be 

utilized to reach remote populations. Mental health 

professionals should also receive specialized training in 

trauma-informed care and domestic violence sensitivity.  

 Promote Gender Equality Education: Educational 

institutions at all levels should integrate comprehensive 

gender studies, sexuality education, and healthy 

relationship awareness into their curricula. These lessons 
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can challenge traditional gender roles, dismantle harmful 

patriarchal ideologies, and foster mutual respect. 

Community-based programs, particularly in religious and 

cultural centers, should also address gender norms and the 

value of non-violent conflict resolution. By instilling 

values of equality and respect from an early age, future 

generations can grow up with lower tolerance for abuse.  

 Establish More Shelters and Legal Clinics: It is 

essential to create a network of well-equipped shelters and 

legal aid clinics across both urban and rural communities. 

These shelters must offer not only physical safety, but also 

psycho-social support, vocational services, legal 

representation, and reintegration assistance. In addition, 

24-hour toll-free hotlines and rapid response units should 

be established to provide immediate help to victims. Legal 

clinics should include trained professionals who can assist 

survivors with restraining orders, custody issues, and 

criminal prosecution of abusers.  

 Empower Women Economically: Economic 

empowerment is a key strategy for breaking the cycle of 

abuse. Government agencies, development partners, and 

NGOs should design programs to provide women with 

vocational training, entrepreneurship skills, and access to 

microcredit or small business grants. Equally important is 

the enforcement of policies that ensure equal pay and 

protection against workplace discrimination. Financial 

independence gives women the power to make decisions 

for themselves and their children, reducing their 

dependence on abusive partners.  
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 Implement Multisectoral Collaboration: Addressing 

domestic violence requires a holistic and coordinated 

response from various sectors. Law enforcement agencies 

must be trained to respond sensitively and effectively to 

cases of abuse. Healthcare providers should be equipped 

to identify signs of domestic violence and offer 

appropriate referrals. Social welfare departments, legal 

practitioners, educators, and community leaders must 

collaborate in developing and executing intervention 

strategies. Establishing Domestic Violence Response 

Teams (DVRTs) at the local government level can 

streamline communication and improve case 

management.  

 Continuous Monitoring and Evaluation: Reliable data 

is essential for understanding the scope of domestic 

violence and the effectiveness of current interventions. 

Governments and civil society organizations should 

develop comprehensive monitoring and evaluation 

frameworks to track incidents, survivor outcomes, and 

service delivery. This includes maintaining up-to-date 

databases, conducting regular impact assessments, and 

publishing reports to ensure transparency and 

accountability. Evidence from such evaluations can 

inform better policymaking and drive innovation in 

prevention and intervention strategies.  

 Encourage Community Involvement and Male 

Engagement: Community leaders, faith-based 

organizations, and traditional institutions should be 

actively engaged in advocating against domestic violence. 



  Omojo                                                                                             Preorcgess   Vol   5    2025  

  

262                  Copyright @ Ezenwa-Ohaeto Resource Centre, Awka, Nigeria          

These actors often wield significant influence and can help 

shift cultural perceptions. In addition, programs should be 

created to engage men and boys as allies in the fight 

against gender-based violence. Initiatives such as peer 

mentorship, fatherhood education, and male-focused 

support groups can challenge toxic masculinity and 

promote responsible behavior.   

 Enforce Strict Legal Penalties for Perpetrators: The 

legal system must be strengthened to ensure swift justice 

and strict penalties for perpetrators of domestic violence. 

Specialized family courts, witness protection programs, 

and victim-friendly legal procedures can encourage 

survivors to come forward and pursue justice. Law 

enforcement officers and judicial staff should be trained 

on human rights standards and the importance of 

nondiscriminatory treatment.  
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