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Abstract 

This paper will analyze learned helplessness and its influence on a victims' choice to stay in 

domestic violence situations; it will also analyze how Seligman’s finding was groundbreaking to 

understand domestic abuse dynamics. Learned helplessness is when a victim perceives no escape 

from their situation. Victims can easily fall into this denomination after repeatedly asking for 

help and then failing to get help. Abusers repeatedly push this notion through gaslighting, 

isolation, and financial control, which all eliminate the victim's sense of free will. In addition, 

this paper will discuss the psychological effects of learned helplessness including depression, 

PTSD, and a decline in physical health, as well as how learned helplessness can perpetuate 

cycles of abuse. This paper will conclude with the necessity of understanding external and 

internal support systems, such as empowering victims through therapy, social networks, and 

education, to provide victims an out and even prevention of the situation. 

​ Keywords: Learned helplessness, Abusive relationships, Psychological, Support systems, 

Learned Optimism 

 

 
   
 



 
Learned Helplessness in Abusive Relationships 

​ Ten million people are affected by domestic abuse every year in the United States alone 

(Huecker, 2023), and many of them often do not leave the situation due to feeling that they don’t 

have any control. This psychological state is described as learned helplessness, which is defined 

as a condition in which individuals believe they have no control over their given situation, so 

they stop trying to escape. Learned helplessness was first studied in the 1960 by Martin 

Seligman, which explained if a person experienced failure in the past repeatedly, then they will 

stop trying to succeed. These findings were groundbreaking in Psychology because they explain 

how repeated failure can condition a person to stop trying, which debunked previous thoughts of 

conscious thought being the sole reason for repeated failure. Therefore, learned helplessness was 

groundbreaking to understanding victims in abusive relationships because it explained how this 

mindset can develop and worsen the impact on them, but also provided an option to overcome it 

(Seligman & Maier, 1967). 

​ To start, learned helplessness can develop in a victim’s mind if they try to improve their 

situation but fail. An example of this in abusive relationships is when a victim attempts to leave, 

reach out for help, or stand up to their abuser, and is ignored, or even further abused. After a 

while, the idea is that there is no other option but to stay in the relationship, so they stay. Abusers 

often use tactics that reinforce learned helplessness and maintain control over their victims. They 

may gaslight, isolate, or strain the financial support of the victim to ensure they are in control. As 

 
   
 



 
a result, all these tactics make the victim rely on the abuser due to their lack of external support 

and psychological manipulation (Walker, 1984). 

Most victims also experience other forms of abuse such as emotional manipulation where 

the abuser blames them and makes them feel as if they do not deserve respect. This manipulation 

can add up to increased psychological damage, reinforcing the perception that they do not 

deserve anything and further justify a reason to stay in the relationship. An abuser could also use 

a victim’s cultural or religious views to gain more control of the situation. For example, they 

stress the importance of keeping the marriage and remind the victim of the shame that might 

come from divorce. Additionally, religious teaching may emphasize forgiveness, leading the 

victim to stay in the relationship since they are morally obliged to. These tactics all relate to 

Seligman’s findings to be groundbreaking because they give a scientific explanation of why a 

victim responds to an abuser’s methods with learned helplessness. His experiments proved that 

learned helplessness isn’t due to a lack of conscious strength but rather a conditioned response, 

which is not a conscious choice. So, an abuser may use all these things to their advantage to keep 

them believing they are helpless, and that the best choice is to stay (Herbert, Silver, & Ellard, 

1991). This can all be related to Battered Woman Syndrome, which Walker (1984) says it 

develops from learned helplessness using these methods. This can lead to further symptoms that 

can develop from the persistent violence. 

​ Now with this development of an abusive relationship, the victim may experience 

physical and emotional consequences. Such as some may start to experience depression, anxiety, 

 
   
 



 
and even emotional numbness. They may start to blame themselves for the abuser’s actions and 

believe they deserve what is happening. As these feelings and thoughts build up, they feel more 

powerless and do not seek help. Along with their emotional state decreasing, their physical 

health may begin to decline as well. For instance, chronic stress from the relationship wears 

down the immune system, so the victim becomes ill, and many victims develop post-traumatic 

stress disorder (PTSD), which can further accumulate stress, and form nightmares and 

flashbacks, which are symptoms that can make it harder to get out of a cycle of abuse. Moreover, 

childbearing victims may experience additional struggles (Seligman & Maier, 1967). As they do 

not only suffer from their abuse but also have to save their children from abuse. These children 

are at greater risk of developing learned helplessness themselves, which again influences the 

cycle of abuse across generations (Walker, 1984). Effects such as these highlight the importance 

of supporting those affected by domestic violence, so the pattern of learned helplessness and 

abuse is not passed on. 

​ Although Seligman discovered learned helplessness and further applied to situations such 

as this, he also discovered learned optimism, which, through the process of challenging 

pessimistic thoughts, helps an individual develop a positive behavior. A person can break free 

from learned helplessness using learned optimism, which requires personal effort and external 

support. Victims can attend therapy, support groups, and legal assistance, which can lead them to 

realize they do have an option to get out of their relationship. Cognitive-behavioral therapy has 

shown to be effective because it helps individuals identify and change their negative thinking 

habits, which can restore control over their lives (Seligman & Maier, 1967). Support from 
 
   
 



 
friends, family, and professionals are also important, and they can provide help and 

encouragement, such as providing safe housing or helpful resources. All these methods can lead 

to overcoming learned helplessness for victims already going through abuse. However, it is even 

better to prevent learned helplessness from developing at all. Prevention can start with education 

and awareness programs, as they teach people about what healthy relationships look like and 

their self-worth so they can have a strong and healthy mental well-being. 

​ In conclusion, learned helplessness was groundbreaking because it clarified the reasons 

victims stay in abusive relationships. Abusers excuse strategies that can target and worsen a 

victim’s mental state and exploit learned helplessness. People can, however, get help and regain 

control of their lives by being aware of and educating about learned helplessness. In addition to 

helping current victims rebuild their lives, education and awareness are important to ensure 

situations like this never start, which would end the cycle of abuse.  
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