
The AIN Framework: A Research-Based 
Model for Breaking the Cycle of Abuse 
Introduction 
Te Aorerekura, Aotearoa New Zealand’s first-ever National Strategy to Eliminate Family 
Violence and Sexual Violence, represents a significant step toward addressing systemic 
issues that perpetuate harm within our communities. Rooted in Te Tiriti o Waitangi and a 
commitment to transformative change, the strategy prioritizes prevention, healing, and 
collective responsibility. However, the success of Te Aorerekura depends on the 
practical implementation of survivor-led, research-backed frameworks that address the 
complex realities of those experiencing violence. 

The AIN Framework—centred on Awareness, Intervention, and New 
Beginnings—aligns with Te Aorerekura by offering a survivor-led approach that not only 
enhances awareness but also provides clear pathways for intervention and long-term 
healing. By integrating the AIN Framework into Te Aorerekura’s strategic direction, we 
can strengthen community-led responses, bridge gaps in support systems, and create 
sustainable, parallel structures of care that empower survivors. This paper explores how 
the AIN Framework complements and reinforces the goals of Te Aorerekura by 
introducing the AIN Framework concept and ensuring that solutions are not only 
policy-driven but also deeply informed by lived experience. 

 

Phase 1: Awareness – Recognizing Abuse and 
Breaking Denial 
This phase aims to help individuals recognize the signs of abuse, understand its 
development, and identify the psychological patterns that keep them trapped in harmful 
relationships. It is designed to empower survivors to break through denial and cognitive 
dissonance that often prevent them from acknowledging the abuse. 

Key Concepts & Research 

1.  Defining Abuse:  The framework defines abuse comprehensively, encompassing 
physical violence (e.g., hitting, choking, forced confinement), emotional abuse (e.g., 
gaslighting, humiliation, manipulation), financial abuse (e.g., controlling finances, 



sabotaging employment), psychological abuse (e.g., threats, intimidation), and coercive 
control (Stark, 2007).  This comprehensive definition aligns with legal definitions and 
ensures that a wide range of abusive behaviours are addressed. 

2.  Recognizing Red Flags: The framework identifies common warning signs, including 
jealousy and possessiveness (Dutton & Painter, 1993), isolation from social networks 
(Kelly & Johnson, 2008), escalating anger and mood swings (Hamberger & Hastings, 
1986), and controlling behaviours.  The identification of these red flags enables early 
intervention. 

3.  Understanding Trauma Bonds and Psychological Barriers: The framework explicitly 
addresses the impact of trauma bonding, where cycles of abuse and intermittent 
reinforcement create emotional dependence (Freyd, 1996; Graham-Kevan & Archer, 
2000).  This includes addressing the psychological mechanisms that perpetuate the 
cycle of violence, such as learned helplessness and the normalization of abuse. 

4.  The Cycle of Violence:  Walker's (1979) Cycle of Violence model – tension-building, 
incident, reconciliation, and calm – provides a framework for understanding the cyclical 
nature of abuse and how it reinforces psychological conditioning. 

Defining Abuse 

Abuse is a multifaceted issue that goes beyond physical violence. The AIN Framework 
broadens the definition of abuse to include emotional, psychological, sexual, financial, 
and coercive control. 

● Emotional abuse involves tactics such as manipulation, threats, and humiliation. 
● Psychological abuse is the long-term undermining of the victim’s mental 

well-being and self-worth through gaslighting and isolation. 
● Financial abuse includes controlling access to money, preventing employment, 

or accumulating debt in the victim’s name. 
● Coercive control is a pattern of intimidation, degradation, and control that 

makes the victim feel isolated and powerless. 

Research by Stark (2007) and Goodman & Epstein (2020) highlights how abuse can be 
subtle yet devastating, impacting every area of a person’s life. 

Recognizing Red Flags 

Recognizing early warning signs is critical to understanding when someone is being 
manipulated or controlled. Red flags in abusive relationships include: 



● Jealousy and possessiveness that is irrational and invasive (Dutton & Painter, 
1993). 

● Isolation from friends, family, and support networks to exert control (Kelly & 
Johnson, 2008). 

● Explosive anger that seems disproportionate to the situation, often followed by 
apologies and promises of change (Hamberger & Hastings, 1986). 

Trauma Bonding & Psychological Barriers 

Trauma bonding refers to the deep emotional attachment that develops between the 
victim and abuser, often due to intermittent reinforcement of positive and negative 
behaviors. This can lead to a cycle of attachment and fear, making it difficult for 
survivors to leave the abusive relationship. 

● Freyd (1996) and Graham et al. (1994) explored how trauma bonding occurs and 
the mechanisms that perpetuate these bonds. 

● Learned helplessness (Seligman, 1975) describes how survivors come to believe 
they have no control over their situation, further entrenching the abuse. 

Applications & Exercises 

● Self-reflection journals to document experiences and identify patterns of abuse. 
● Abuse recognition quizzes such as the HITS (Hurt, Insult, Threaten, Scream) 

assessment. 
● Trauma-informed educational readings to help survivors understand their emotional 

responses. 

 

 Phase 2: Intervention – Providing Practical Tools and 
Support for Action 
Once the survivor has acknowledged the abuse, the next step is to ensure immediate 
safety and plan for a successful exit. This phase involves practical tools to leave safely 
and access necessary resources. 

Key Concepts & Research 

1.  Creating a Safety Plan:  A personalized safety plan is crucial (Davies & Lyon, 2014), 
encompassing emergency escape strategies, secure communication methods, and 
financial planning for post-separation stability. 



2.  Accessing Support Systems:  Connecting survivors with vital support services is 
emphasized, including domestic violence hotlines, shelters, legal aid, and therapeutic 
interventions.  The framework stresses the importance of social support networks 
(Carlson et al., 2002). 

3.  Understanding Legal Rights:  Survivors are empowered by understanding their legal 
rights and protections (Logan & Walker, 2011), including restraining orders, custody 
arrangements, and workplace protections against job loss due to domestic violence. 

4.  Healing from Trauma:  The framework recognizes the long-term impact of trauma 
and recommends evidence-based therapeutic approaches such as CBT (Resick et al., 
2002), EMDR (Shapiro, 2018), and somatic experiencing (van der Kolk, 2014). 

Creating a Safety Plan 

A safety plan is a personalized strategy that includes: 

● Emergency escape routes for quick and safe departure. 
● Secure communication methods to prevent interception by the abuser. 
● Financial planning, such as setting aside emergency funds or having access to a 

separate bank account. 

Research by Davies & Lyon (2014) emphasizes the importance of these plans in 
reducing risk. 

Accessing Support Systems 

● Friends and family who can offer emotional and logistical support. 
● Hotlines, shelters, and support groups providing immediate refuge and ongoing 

assistance. 
● Social services and legal professionals for therapy, childcare, and housing 

(Carlson et al., 2002). 

Understanding Legal Rights 

Knowing legal rights is essential for survivors navigating the complexities of leaving an 
abusive relationship. 

● Restraining orders and protective measures 
● Custody laws and ensuring children’s safety 
● Workplace protections, such as leave for safety reasons (Logan & Walker, 2011) 

 



Healing from Trauma 

The framework emphasizes various therapeutic approaches, including: 

● Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) to reframe negative thoughts (Resick et al., 
2002). 

● Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR) for PTSD (Shapiro, 
2018). 

● Somatic therapy to address trauma stored in the body (Van der Kolk, 2014). 

Applications & Exercises 

● Safety plan workbooks to document and adjust strategies. 
● Legal rights guides outlining key legal protections. 
● Survivor support network maps to visualize available resources. 
● Worksheets on assertive communication and boundary-setting. 

 

Phase 3: New Beginnings – Regaining Confidence, 
Independence, and Stability 
The final phase focuses on long-term recovery, self-identity restoration, economic 
independence, and fostering healthy relationships. 

Key Concepts & Research 

1.  Rebuilding Self-Identity: Addressing the impact of abuse on self-esteem and identity 
is central, incorporating self-discovery techniques and self-affirmation exercises 
(Herman, 1992). 

2.  Financial Independence:  The framework recognizes economic abuse as a 
significant barrier to leaving (Adams et al., 2008) and incorporates budgeting skills, 
financial literacy, and career development resources. 

3.  Healthy Relationships and Boundaries:  Learning to recognize red flags and 
establish healthy boundaries in future relationships is emphasized (Dutton, 2006). 

Rebuilding Self-Identity 

Survivors often experience a profound loss of identity, particularly when an abuser has 
undermined their self-worth. 



● Reconnecting with personal strengths and values 
● Personal growth strategies such as hobbies, education, and self-care 

Research by Herman (1992) highlights the importance of self-esteem restoration in 
trauma recovery. 

Financial Independence 

Economic abuse is a major barrier to leaving an abusive relationship. Survivors must 
rebuild financial independence for long-term safety. 

● Budgeting tools to manage finances and plan for the future. 
● Career development resources, including resume writing and job search 

strategies. 
● Financial literacy education, covering credit, savings, and investing. 

Research by Adams et al. (2008) underscores financial independence as a key factor in 
survivor empowerment. 

Healthy Relationships 

Developing the skills necessary to form new, healthy relationships is a core part of 
healing. 

● Recognizing red flags and setting clear boundaries. 
● Encouraging self-respect and demanding respect from others. 
● Building a supportive community of friends, mentors, and peers. 

Studies by Dutton (2006) show that survivors engaged in healthy relationships after 
abuse experience long-term healing. 

Applications & Exercises 

● Vision board exercises to visualize future goals. 
● SMART goals worksheets to break long-term goals into actionable steps. 
● Personal boundaries workbooks for self-assertion and autonomy. 
● Resources for career and financial planning, including workshops and 

mentorship programs. 

The Importance of a Simplistic, Grassroots Approach 
While Te Aorerekura provides a comprehensive national strategy to eliminate family and 
sexual violence, its sheer scale and complexity can make it difficult for those directly 



affected—survivors, frontline workers, and community members—to engage with and 
apply in practical ways. Policy documents of this magnitude, while necessary for 
systemic change, often lack accessibility for the very people they aim to support. 

This is where the AIN Framework becomes crucial. Designed as a simplistic, grassroots 
document, it translates policy into clear, actionable steps that individuals and 
communities can understand and implement. Rather than overwhelming readers with 
dense institutional language, the AIN Framework is structured to be practical, 
survivor-led, and easy to navigate, ensuring that those in need can access guidance 
without barriers. 

By bridging the gap between high-level strategy and everyday realities, the AIN 
Framework serves as a complementary tool to Te Aorerekura, making the national 
vision more accessible, tangible, and effective at a community level. Ensuring that 
solutions are readable, relatable, and applicable is essential to fostering real 
change—because when information is clear and empowering, it has the power to 
transform lives. 

Conclusion 
The A.I.N. Framework is a comprehensive, evidence-based intervention designed to 
empower survivors of domestic violence. By integrating psychological principles, legal 
knowledge, and practical strategies, it provides a holistic approach to healing and 
transformation. This framework acknowledges the significant challenges faced by 
survivors and offers the necessary support and resources for building a safe, 
independent future. 

For Te Aorerekura to fulfil its vision of eliminating family violence and sexual violence in 
Aotearoa, it must be supported by survivor-led, evidence-based models that are 
adaptable to the diverse realities of those impacted. The AIN Framework provides a 
crucial complement to Te Aorerekura by offering a structured yet flexible approach that 
prioritizes awareness, intervention, and new beginnings. It transforms policy into 
practical, community-driven action, ensuring that survivors are not only supported in 
their immediate crisis but also empowered to rebuild their lives with long-term solutions. 

By integrating the AIN Framework into Te Aorerekura’s implementation, we can foster 
more resilient, survivor-centred systems that move beyond crisis response toward true 
prevention and sustainable healing. This alignment represents a vital opportunity to 
reshape Aotearoa’s response to family violence and sexual violence—one that is not 
only systemic but also deeply personal, ensuring that every survivor has access to the 
tools and support they need to thrive. 
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