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INTRODUCTION: THE UNSEEN
PRISON OF ABUSE

When  we  hear  about  a  friend,  family
member,  or  public  figure  trapped  in  an
abusive  relationship,  a  bewildering
question often arises: Why do people
stay in abusive relationships?  From
the outside, the answer seems simple:
just  leave.  But  for  those  inside  the
d y n a m i c ,  l e a v i n g  i s  r a r e l y  a
straightforward act of will. Abuse is not a
single act of violence; it is a systematic
erosion  of  a  person’s  sense  of  self,
safety,  and autonomy. The decision to
stay is often rooted in a complex web of
psychological,  financial,  social,  and
emotional factors that outsiders cannot
easily see. Understanding these factors
is  the  first  step  toward  offering
meaningful  support  rather  than
judgment. This article explores the deep-
seated  reasons  behind  why  so  many
remain  in  harmful  relationships,
shedding  light  on  the  invisible  chains
that keep them bound.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL GRIP:
TRAUMA BONDING AND
COGNITIVE DISSONANCE

One of the most powerful forces keeping
people  in  abusive  relationships  is
trauma bonding.  This  occurs when a
cycle  of  abuse  is  interspersed  with
periods  of  kindness,  affection,  or

apology. The intermittent reinforcement
c rea tes  a  power fu l  emot i ona l
attachment, much like an addiction. The
victim begins to crave the “good times”
and  rat ional izes  the  abuse  as  a
temporary  storm  that  will  pass.  This
b o n d  i s  n o t  w e a k n e s s ;  i t  i s  a
n e u r o c h e m i c a l  r e s p o n s e  t o
unpredictability and intermittent reward.

Cognitive
Dissonance and
Self-Deception
When  a  person  holds  two  conflicting
beliefs—“I  love  my  partner”  and  “my
partner hurts me”—their mind seeks to
reduce  the  discomfort.  Instead  of
accepting that their partner is abusive,
they  may  rewrite  the  narrative:  they
might blame themselves,  minimize the
severity  of  the  abuse,  or  cling  to  the
hope that the abuser will  change. This
mental  gymnastics  is  a  survival
mechanism that temporarily preserves a
sense of stability, but it also deepens the
trap.

Low Self-Esteem
and Learned
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Helplessness
Over  t ime,  constant  c r i t i c i sm,
humiliation,  and  control  wear  down  a
person’s self-worth. They may come to
believe that they deserve the treatment
or that they are incapable of surviving
alone.  This  phenomenon,  known  as
learned  helplessness,  was  first
observed in animal studies but applies
powerfully to human relationships. When
repeated attempts to escape or improve
the situation fail, the victim stops trying.
They lose faith in their ability to change
their circumstances.

FINANCIAL DEPENDENCE: THE
ECONOMIC CAGE

Money  is  one  of  the  most  practical
bar r ie rs  to  leav ing  an  abus ive
relationship. Many abusers exert control
by  limiting  their  partner’s  access  to
finances.  They  may  forbid  them  from
working,  confiscate  their  earnings,  build
debt  in  their  name,  or  keep  them
ignorant  of  household  finances.  Without
savings, a job, or even the knowledge of
how  to  open  a  bank  account,  the
prospect of leaving becomes terrifying.
The question “Where will  I  go?” is not
rhetorical;  it  is  a  genuine,  chilling
obstacle.

Housing
Insecurity and
Lack of
Resources
Shelters  for  survivors  of  domestic
violence  are  often  overcrowded,  have

long waiting lists, or are located far from
support networks. Even when a shelter is
available,  the  survivor  may  have
children, pets, or special medical needs
that complicate the move. The fear of
homelessness is a powerful reason why
people  stay  in  abusive  relationships.
They may calculate that the devil they
know is safer than the streets they do
not.

SOCIAL AND CULTURAL
PRESSURES

No  one  exists  in  a  vacuum.  Society,
family,  faith  communities,  and cultural
norms all play a role in keeping people in
abusive  situations.  In  many  cultures,
marr iage  is  seen  as  sacred  and
indissoluble.  Divorce may bring shame
upon the survivor and their family. The
pressure to “keep the family together”
can be  overwhelming,  especially  when
children  are  involved.  Survivors  may
worry about the stigma of being labeled
a “broken home” or about losing custody
battles if they leave.

Isolation as a
Weapon
Abusers  systematically  isolate  their
victims from friends, family, and support
systems. They may monitor phone calls,
forbid  social  outings,  or  create  conflicts
with loved ones. Over time, the victim’s
world  shrinks  to  the  abuser  alone.
Without  a  trusted  confidant  to  validate
their reality or offer a safe place to stay,
the victim feels utterly alone. Isolation is
not  just  a  side  effect  of  abuse;  it  is  a
deliberate  strategy that  makes  escape
seem impossible.
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Fear of Judgment
and Victim
Blaming
Survivors often anticipate that others will
blame them for  the abuse.  They have
heard the cruel questions: “Why didn’t
you just  leave?”  “What  did  you do to
provoke him?” “You must like it if  you
stay.”  These  harmful  narratives  are
internalized, creating shame and silence.
The fear of being disbelieved or judged
can be so strong that a person chooses
to  suffer  in  private  rather  than  face
public  scrutiny.

FEAR OF THE ABUSER’S
RETALIATION

Leaving  an  abusive  relationship  is
statistically the most dangerous time for
a  survivor.  The  abuser  may  escalate
their violence, threaten to harm children
or pets, stalk the survivor, or even kill
them.  Many  survivors  know  this
intuitively.  They have been threatened
with death or severe harm if they try to
leave.  This  is  not  paranoia;  it  is  a
realistic  assessment  of  risk.  In  some
cases, abusers have made good on their
threats.  The  fear  of  what  will  happen
after leaving can paralyze even the most
determined person.

Threats to
Children and
Pets
Abusers often use the people or animals
the  survivor  loves  as  leverage.  They

might threaten to kidnap children, harm
them, or turn them against the survivor.
In  custody  battles,  an  abuser  may
manipulate  the  system  to  gain  sole
custody.  For  a  parent,  the  thought  of
leaving their  children vulnerable  to  an
abuser’s  cruelty  can  be  unbearable.
Similarly,  many survivors stay because
they cannot bear to abandon a pet that
the abuser has threatened.

THE HOPE THAT CHANGE IS
POSSIBLE

Hope can be both a lifeline and a trap.
Many  survivors  stay  because  they
remember the person they fell  in love
with. They believe that with enough love,
patience,  or  support,  the  abuser  will
return  to  that  kind,  loving  version  of
themselves. This hope is often reinforced
by  the  abuser’s  promises  to  change,
especially after an incident of violence.
They may attend counseling for a short
time,  buy  gifts,  or  cry  and  apologize.
These  cycles  of  remorse  give  the
survivor a reason to stay “just one more
time.”
Unfortunately, real change requires the
abuser  to  take  full  responsibility  and
commit  to  long-term,  specialized
intervention.  Without  that,  the  cycle
continues.  The  survivor’s  hope  is  not
foolish, but it can be a cage.

RELIGIOUS AND SPIRITUAL
OBLIGATIONS

For  survivors  with  strong  religious
beliefs,  teachings  about  marriage,
forgiveness,  and  suffering  can
complicate their decision. Some religious
leaders may advise a woman to submit
to her husband or to pray harder for his
transformation.  They  may  discourage
divorce  outright.  A  survivor  may  feel
they must honor their  vows no matter



4

4 Why Do People Stay In Abusive Relationships 2023-08-04

the  cost.  This  conflict  between  spiritual
values and personal safety can lead to
years of silent endurance.

LACK OF AWARENESS OR
NORMALIZATION OF ABUSE

Some  survivors  do  not  identify  their
relationship as abusive, especially if the
abuse  is  primarily  emotional,  financial,
or psychological. They may have grown
up in a violent home and consider this
treatment  normal.  They  may  not
recognize  that  constant  criticism,
gaslighting,  or  controlling  behavior
constitutes  abuse.  Without  a  label  for
what they are experiencing, they cannot
seek help. Education about the spectrum
of  abuse  is  critical  to  helping  people
identify danger and find a way out.

CHILDREN AND FAMILY
OBLIGATIONS

The  desire  to  protect  children  can
ironically keep a survivor in an abusive
relationship.  They  may  believe  that  a
two-parent home, even a violent one, is
better  than  a  single-parent  one.  They
may fear that leaving will traumatize the
children, disrupt their schooling, or lead
them into poverty. They may also worry
that the abuser will gain partial custody
and  subject  the  children  to  abuse
without the survivor present to buffer it.
These  are  terribly  difficult  calculations,
and  there  are  no  easy  answers.

HOW TO HELP SOMEONE WHO IS
STAYING

If  you  know  someone  in  an  abusive
relat ionship,  avoid  judgment  or
ultimatums.  Instead,  listen.  Validate

their experience. Offer practical support:
help them research resources, provide a
safe place to store important documents,
or  simply  check  in  regularly.  Remind
them that the abuse is not their fault and
that  they  deserve  safety  and  respect.
Encourage them to contact  hotlines or
shelters,  but  respect  their  timeline.
Pushing  too  hard  can  backfire.  The  goal
is to be a lifeline, not another source of
pressure.
Key Resources for Survivors:

National Domestic Violence Hotline
(US): 1-800-799-7233
Local women’s shelters and
advocacy centers
Online chat services and safety
planning tools
Support groups for survivors

CONCLUSION: BREAKING THE
CHAINS WITH UNDERSTANDING

The  question  “Why  do  people  stay  in
abusive  relationships?”  is  often  asked
with  frustration,  but  it  deserves  an
answer  filled  with  compassion.  The
reasons  are  many:  psychological
conditioning,  financial  dependence,
social pressure, fear, hope, and love that
has been twisted into a prison. No one
stays  because  they  want  to  be  hurt.
They  stay  because  leaving  seems
imposs ib le  at  that  moment .  By
understanding these forces, we can offer
empathy  instead  of  criticism  and
practical  help  instead  of  simplistic
advice. The path out of abuse is rarely a
single step; it is a journey that requires
courage,  support,  and  the  knowledge
that there is a life worth reaching for on
the other side.


