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Abstract
There is growing interest in economic abuse as a form of violence against women, but

the research has largely addressed cohabiting couples thus far, with few detailed

explorations of women’s experiences of economic abuse in postseparation life.

Using interviews with 11 women experiencing intimate partner violence (IPV), this

study investigates the types of economic abuse in the lives of these women.

Inductive thematic analysis revealed four types of postseparation economic abuse

(PSEA): economic sabotage, withholding resources, financial harassment, and stealing.

These results help better understand and recognize the different forms of PSEA.

Recommendations are provided for incorporating PSEA as a central component of

IPV research, practice, and policy.
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Introduction

Intimate partner violence (IPV) is a social problem that crosses race, culture, society,
socioeconomic status, and geographic environments. It has also been recognized as one
of the most serious social and human rights issues (Humphreys, 2007; Postmus et al.,
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2020). IPV, understood as violence against women also views the manifestation of
violence and its consequences as a structural issue, which undermines women’s ability to
function as full members of society. IPV takes many forms, such as physical, sexual, psycho-
logical, and economic abuse or violence. While the phenomenon of IPV has received ample
consideration during recent decades, attention has been mainly focused on the first three
forms of IPV listed above, with economic abuse remaining understudied

The economic abuse form of domestic violence has been explored more deeply in
recent years (e.g., Natalier, 2018; Stylianou, 2018; Zeoli et al., 2013). International
studies have reported the lifetime prevalence rates of economic abuse among
women as 21% in the UK (Sharp-Jeffs, 2015) and 12% in Australia (Kutin et al.,
2017), while there is little data available for the Nordic regions.

Economic abuse involves behaviors that control a woman’s ability to acquire,
use, and maintain economic resources; thus, the abuse threatens women’s economic
security and potential for self-sufficiency (Adams et al., 2020; Eriksson & Ulmestig,
2017; Postmus et al., 2020; Stylianou, 2018). Experiences of economic abuse have
been associated with a range of negative outcomes among victims, including difficulty
in gaining or maintaining employment (Swanberg & Logan, 2005), difficulty in estab-
lishing economic self-sufficiency (Voth Schrag, 2015), increased rates of depressive
symptoms, and decreased rates of psychological well-being (Antai et al., 2014). In
addition, economic abuse experiences impact family outcomes by decreasing stable
family formations, parenting practices, children’s behavior, and youth outcomes
(Huang et al., 2015; Voth Schrag et al., 2016). Therefore, not only does the literature
provide evidence for the impacts of economic abuse among IPV victims and their chil-
dren, but it also documents the impact of economic abuse above and beyond other
forms of IPV (Huang et al., 2015).

Previous research on economic abuse has largely addressed cohabiting or married
couples (Adams et al., 2020; Postmus et al., 2020; Stylianou, 2018). Studies have
shown that many IPV victims suffer economic abuse by their partners (Chowbey,
2017). Recently, it has been recognized that economic abuse may also occur after sep-
aration (e.g., Sanders, 2015; Ulmestig & Eriksson, 2017; Zeoli et al., 2013). It is
reported that over 75% of abused women experience economic abuse (by their
former spouses) in terms of withholding financial resources like child support,
health insurance, and other basic expenses (Toews & Bermea, 2017). As women are
at greater risk of stalking, violence, and intimate partner homicide when they
attempt to leave abusive relationships (Ornstein & Rickne, 2013), men can use a
variety of tactics to control their former spouses (Nikupeteri & Laitinen, 2015).
Moreover, women are more likely to face economic hardships in postseparation life,
which can lead to economic abuse (Kutin et al., 2017). Longitudinal research has
also found that women who experienced IPV were substantially likely to experience
material hardship during the 9-year follow-up period (O’Connor & Nepomnyaschy,
2020).

Little is known about the forms and effects of postseparation economic abuse
(PSEA), or women’s experience of it. This study fills this research gap by examining,
through qualitative interviews, the forms of economic abuse in the lives of women who
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have experienced IPV. The data consist of interviews of 11 Finnish women who were
separated or divorced from IPV-perpetrating partners and experienced economic
abuse. This study is guided by the research question: what types of PSEA can be
found in the narratives of these women?

This study makes several contributions to the literature. First, economic abuse is sig-
nificantly associated with other forms of IPV, but less is known about how financial
and economic issues are visible in the postseparation lives of women. Second, most
studies on PSEA are from the United States, Australia, and the United Kingdom
(e.g., Chowbey, 2017; Tenkorang & Owusu, 2019; Ulmestig & Eriksson, 2017).
Therefore, there is a need to study economic abuse in different welfare state contexts.
Chowbey (2017) asserted that the characteristics of economic abuse are affected by
social and cultural practices and are intersected with class, nationality, education,
and employment status; thus, PSEA can emerge in unique forms in different contexts.

This study focuses on Finland, which is renowned for its gender equality, women-
friendly welfare state, with universal social and health services and last-resort social
safety nets (Kangas & Qvist, 2013). The welfare state context can influence
women’s exposure to economic abuse by increasing their abilities to establish indepen-
dent households and allowing them to maintain strong ties to the labor market, which
may ensure that they have the necessary resources to exit abusive relationships (Larsen,
2016). However, survey data suggest that the lifetime prevalence rates of IPV in
Finland are among the highest in the European Union, which has been called the
Nordic paradox of gender equality (Wemrell et al., 2019). Therefore, there is a need
to explore the forms of PSEA in Finland.

Literature Review

Economic Abuse as a Form of IPV

According to Stylianou et al. (2013), economic abuse can be divided into three catego-
ries: economic exploitation, economic control, and employment sabotage. Economic
exploitation occurs in situations where the abuser either depletes a woman’s funds
or commits acts that result in debt or ruin their credit (Adams et al., 2008; Seith,
2001). Economic control refers to the abuser monitoring and restricting a woman’s
use of her own or her family’s common resources; that is, the abuser isolates a
woman from her financial resources. For example, a man may take control of all
decision-making that concerns finances or may demand that a woman transfers all
her income for the man to monitor and use (Sanders, 2015; Usta et al., 2013).

In employment sabotage, the abuser restricts a woman’s ability to obtain her own
resources through employment. For example, a man may harass a woman’s workplace
by calling or entering her workplace repeatedly or by stalking her during the workday
(Galvez et al., 2011; Pyles & Banerjee, 2010). Another form of employment sabotage
is limiting a woman’s employment, where a man may take car keys or bus passes so
that it is impossible for a woman to get to her workplace, or he may physically
abuse her so that it is physically impossible for her to work (Brush, 2011; Ficco, 2007).
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Economic and financial issues play a role in IPV. Stylianou et al. (2013) studied an
overlap in reporting physical, emotional, and economic abuse of violence experiences,
and found that 75.8% of participants reported experiencing all forms of IPV. Violence
overlap has also been observed in other studies (Anderson, 2010; Basile & Hall, 2011).
In addition, these violent actions may take place simultaneously; for example, a man
may steal a woman’s money by threatening her with physical violence. Sanders
(2015) reported that most women interviewed believed that financial factors played
a significant role in their experiences of IPV. Further, economic abuse can also be a risk
factor in women’s lives by increasing their vulnerability to physical violence, sexual
abuse, and other criminal activities (Fawole, 2008). Sanders (2015) further argued that
there are several intersections between economic factors and IPV intermediates. Women
with low incomes are vulnerable to abuse and are often prevented from leaving abusive
partners due to economic dependence (Wilcox, 2006). Thus, women’s economic status
and their ability to obtain or maintain employment are significantly associated with IPV.

Postseparation Economic Abuse

Previous studies on economic issues and abuse have mostly focused on partnered
women (e.g., Chowbey, 2017; Huang et al., 2015; Sanders, 2015; Krigel &
Benjamin, 2020). However, financial and economic matters are also visible in postse-
paration life (Natalier, 2018; Toews & Bermea, 2017; Ulmestig & Eriksson, 2017) and
can occur in the same form as economic abuse during a relationship; however, in the
postseparation context, economic abuse is specifically understood as the continuous act
of causing financial harm to a partner, even after separation has occurred (Natalier,
2018). In postseparation life, many women are economically vulnerable, which
builds and reproduces hierarchical relations of power that exuberate risk for economic
control and abuse. Therefore, from a feminist perspective, IPV may be explained by a
man’s desire to control a woman, even when separated (e.g., Cook & Natalier, 2013;
Natalier, 2018). Economic abuse can also become more critical after separation and
divorce, when abusive partners search for revenge or punishment (Krigel &
Benjamin, 2020).

Men can use various tactics to control their former spouse in postseparation life. The
most used tactics are harassment and intimidation, undermining a mother’s ability to
parent, discrediting a former wife as a mother, withholding financial support, endanger-
ing children, disregarding children, disrupting a mother’s relationship with her chil-
dren, and using physical/sexual violence against a former wife and her children
(Hardesty et al., 2008; Humphreys & Thiara, 2003; Toews & Bermea, 2017; Zeoli
et al., 2013). The most documented form of PSEA is withholding financial resources
(Toews & Bermea, 2017).

In postseparation life, withholding behavior is an example of economic control
because it enables former partners to restrict women’s access to and monitor their
use of economic resources (Natalier, 2018). In Toews and Bermea’s (2017) study,
over 75% of the interviewed abused women reported that their former husbands with-
held financial resources such as child support, health insurance, and other basic
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expenses that they had already agreed to pay. They concluded that the violent and coer-
cive behaviors men used during marriage continued to influence the women’s percep-
tions of the power and control that their former husbands had over them in
postseparation life.

Ulmestig and Eriksson (2017) studied how survivors of domestic violence experi-
enced financial vulnerability and the implications of these experiences on social work
within the social assistance system in Sweden. Based on 13 in-depth interviews with
female survivors, they showed how debts and stolen money, together with difficulties
in the labor market, affected women’s ability to have a reasonable economic standard
in postseparation life.

Threatening ex-spouses’ employment and taking money without permission from a
woman’s bank account are typical forms of postseparation abuse. Jaffe et al. (2003)
showed that women who had experienced IPV reported that their former husbands
had ruined them financially, hidden money from them, taken money from their bank
accounts, or quit jobs to reduce their child support payments. It has also been found
that men sometimes destroyed their ex-spouses’ possessions to weaken their financial
situation (Brewster, 2003).

Previous research has documented a range of economically abusive behaviors that
perpetrators use to threaten their partners’ economic stability. As these partners do not
live together, PSEA can also have its own characteristics and forms. Douglas (2018)
found that legal processes may provide an opportunity for perpetrators to both continue
and expand their repertoire of control and abuse. Hiding money and manipulating
assets are typical forms of postseparation abuse. For example, men may hide assets
before property settlement so there would be less money available for their ex-spouse.

Withholding and delaying child support have been recognized as a PSEA strategy.
Delaying child support payments can be a means for men to weaken the financial sit-
uation of their ex-spouse (Jaffe et al., 2003). Sometimes, this abusive behavior contin-
ues for years, where men pay less child support than their income would suggest them
capable of. The research has also highlighted the ways in which men underreport their
income, withhold child support, or request multiple changes of assessment as part of a
broader campaign of control over their former partners (Natalier, 2018). This has been
particularly documented in men who are self-employed or who work in family busi-
nesses (Toews & Bermea, 2017). Inaccurate recording of income and contact patterns
also provides an inaccurate basis for the calculation of individual women’s child
support assessments and often results in the determination of lower child support lia-
bilities than would otherwise be required (Cook & Natalier, 2013). The deliberate with-
holding of child support is a form of economic abuse that is facilitated through
gendered state processes and institutions that order child support transfers.
Masculine financial discretion structures policy and organizational practices legitimize
men’s financial agency at the expense of women’s financial autonomy (Natalier, 2018).
Thus, gaps in policy and law can exacerbate the problem by offering insufficient pro-
tection against an ex-spouse who refuses to deliver the agreed child support or delib-
erately prolonging custody disputes to harm a woman economically (see also Elizabeth
et al., 2012; Watson & Ancis, 2013).
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Methodology

Sample Description

For the analysis, we combined two research projects to develop the types of economic
abuse in the postseparation lives of women experiencing IPV. Study one (S1) was an
international research project titled: “Mapping the legislation and assessing the impact
of Protection Orders in the EuropeanMember States” (Van der Aa et al., 2015). Structured
interviews were conducted with women who had experienced IPV and sought protection
orders. The selection criteria for participants were: (1) female victims who had (2) experi-
ence of domestic violence and/or stalking by an ex-spouse, (3) had obtained a criminal pro-
tection order against their male ex-spouse, (4) as a result of a specific, quasi-criminal
protection order procedure, (5) in reaction to an incident that happened less than four
years ago. The interviews took place from 2013 to 2014. The participants were recruited
from the Federation of Mother and Child Homes and Shelters (child welfare organization)
and Women’s Line (help-line for violence), which had published an announcement of the
study on their bulletin boards, webpages, and email lists. In addition, a letter was sent to 52
women who had gained a protection order by the District Court of Helsinki or Espoo (the
capital area) from 2011 to 2013. The announcement and the letter briefly explained the
study and its purpose and asked participants to contact the researcher. The interviewers
did not ask how the participants found out about the study (Van der Aa et al., 2015). A
total of 16 women participated in this study.

Study two (S2) was a research project concerning the experiences of help-seeking,
juridical processes, and economic abuse. It was a domestic project in Finland. The par-
ticipants were recruited from Women’s Line, the Federation of Mother and Child
Homes and Shelter, and one person was recruited from a personal contact. In S2, all
participants were rewarded with a ticket to a movie theater in recognition of their
time and effort to participate. Interviews were conducted between 2014 and 2015. A
total of 7 women participated in this study.

In both studies, most interviews were conducted at the University of Turku or the
University of Helsinki, while some were conducted via the Internet. The data was col-
lected by three interviewers (one in S1, two in S2). Two of the interviewers had expe-
rience with research on IPV, but not specifically in economic abuse. The third of the
interviewers had explored economic abuse in her previous studies. Interviews that con-
tained narratives of PSEA were included in the data. Informed consent forms were
obtained from all respondents. The final data consisted of 11 interviews with women
who had experienced PSEA. Nine of these interviews were from S1 and two interviews
were from S2. The women were aged between 31 and 46 years. Nine of the women had
children, and the number of children varied from two to four. In six of the cases, the
abusive ex-spouse was also the father of the children. Six of the women were
married to men who were violent toward them, five were cohabiting, and one was
dating and living in a separate apartment. Ten women had Finnish as their native lan-
guage and one had Swedish. The women’s level of education varied from vocational
schools to master’s degrees.
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Interview Protocol

In S1, interviews were conducted using a semistructured interview protocol. The ques-
tions were mostly open-ended and covered all aspects of the protection order procedure
through which problems could arise for victims. The semistructured design was chosen
to allow victims to elaborate on certain issues or to bring up new issues if needed. If
something important came up, the interviewers could remain focused on the issue
and investigate the matter further. There was a basic questionnaire protocol containing
questions on the history of the violence that the victim had experienced, the incident
that eventually led to the protection order, the procedure through which the protection
order was imposed, the way that the police and the public prosecution service had
treated the victim, the effect of the protection order on the violence experienced, and
the victim’s satisfaction with the protection order (procedure).

In S2, narrative interviews were used, and the focus was on the victims’ experiences
and temporality. The interview contained three key themes: experience of the criminal
procedure, experience of help-seeking and receiving, and experience of economic
abuse. These themes contained a loose key question (i.e., “Could you describe the sit-
uation in which you first contacted the police” in the first theme) at the beginning, and
the aim was to allow for participants’ own speech. This narrative method was clarified
with follow-up questions, and probes were used to elicit details about the victims’ indi-
vidual experiences. All interviews in S1 and S2 were conducted in Finnish, audio
recorded, and then transcribed.

Data Analysis

To manage and analyze the data generated through the interviews, the qualitative soft-
ware package NVivo was utilized. The analysis was informed by Braun and Clarke’s
(2006) inductive thematic analysis, and preliminary themes were defined from the data
without utilizing any preexisting coding framework. First, the interviews were read
carefully, and content that contained descriptions of postseparation situations and
financial matters was selected as the final data by A.K. To reinforce the reliability
of the data selection, researchers A.K. and M.H. read the interviews and checked
that all the material that described PSEA were involved in data. Second, A.K. line-
coded descriptions using an open-coding technique. The codes were discussed,
specified, and accepted by the research group (A.K., M.H., and H.K.). Third,
A.K. distributed these codes into subthemes, which she then grouped into larger
categories. In a meeting with the authors (A.K., M.H., and H.K.), the analysis
process was elaborated and subthemes and larger categories were discussed. The
researchers agreed that the analysis was conducted carefully and categories repre-
sented the data.

Throughout the studies, the authors followed the principles of staying alert and eth-
ically sensitive throughout and sought to reflect on their actions throughout the writing
process (Notko et al., 2013). The research plan (S2) was approved by the Ethical Board
of the University of Turku. The data were anonymized by using pseudonyms and other
information that would not enable the identification of the interviewed women.
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Economic Abuse in Women’s Postseparation Life

Based on the interviews, PSEA could be divided into four categories: (1) economic
sabotage, (2) withholding resources, (3) financial harassment, and (4) stealing.
Economic sabotage encompasses behavior that destroys the possessions of the
victim or prevents them from obtaining or maintaining employment. Withholding
resources refers to behavior where the abuser limits the victim’s access to financial
resources, such as property or child support. Financial harassment involves harrying
victims over financial issues, while stealing refers to taking the victim’s property
without permission or approval. While the boundaries between the categories are
clearly defined, they are also connected, and, to some extent, overlap. The contents
of these forms of PSEA are presented in Table 1.

Theme 1: Economic Sabotage

The first theme to emerge when discussing the role of financial matters in the women’s
experiences of IPV was economic sabotage, which refers to the destruction of their posses-
sions. Several women revealed that they had experienced economic sabotage at the hands
of their ex-spouses. On some occasions, this meant the destruction of their property, such
as their house or personal belongings. Though the women had not always witnessed their
ex-spouses’ sabotage, they were convinced that the acts were conducted by them because
of the context. The acts happened after other forms of contact from the ex-spouses.

The women revealed two types of destruction: regarded and impulsive. Regarded
destruction was often ongoing and happened without the women seeing the act. This
type of destruction also involved monitoring the women. Elena describes her experi-
ence as follows:

The car was violated and smashed. A number of things could not be proved, but I was
quite certain who was behind it. This happened quite oftenmonthly.

Table 1. Forms of PSEA Among Women Experiencing IPV.

Economic

sabotage Withholding resources Financial harassment Stealing

Destroying

possessions.

Prolonging the divorce

process and refusing to

divide assets.

Futile and false

accusations.

Refusing to return

a woman’s
goods.

Sabotaging

employment.

Refusing to pay one’s share of
bills or purchases.

Using financial issues

to keep in contact.

Stealing a woman’s
property.

Denying access to women’s
property.

Threatening social

networks.

Withholding child support

payments.
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Impulsive destruction occurred as revenge for something the women had said or
done. Some women were at home during the violent act, while others were not. If a
woman was at home, the destruction of her belongings happened together with an
attempt to violate her physically. In such a situation, it was common for a woman’s
property to be broken when, for example, a man threw goods or otherwise broke
objects. For Sanna, her ex-spouse’s main aim was not to destroy her belongings, yet
this happened because he was trying to prevent her from calling the police, as follows:

I was calling the police when he caught me and threw my phone at the wall of the house
next door. I escaped and ran inside. He threatened to kill me. I hid in the children’s bath-
room and called the emergency center using the home phone. He tried to break down the
door, so I jumped out of the toilet’s small window on the second floor. The police arrived
and found him half naked looking after me…He had broken the bathroom door.

In some cases, the men wanted to make sure that in the situations in which the
women stayed at the house or apartment that the ex-couple had lived in during their
relationship, the women would not have the possibility to use or enjoy the belongings
that the man had bought. These situations took extreme forms for Riitta, when her
ex-spouse was last in the house that Riitta owned but had lived in together. Her
ex-spouse wanted to rip off the sauna stove that he had bought. This example repre-
sents the cultural meaning of belonging, since sauna bathing in Finland is a cultural
heritage with a long history. She stated that:

When I was taking a shower, he ripped off the sauna stove and caused burns to his body.
He wanted to take the sauna stove with him so that I was not able to enjoy it. When the
police came, he was very angry. The police said that he could not take any structural ele-
ments of the house with him. However, he wanted it because he said that he had bought it.

In some cases, the ex-spouse harassed the women’s employment or destroyed their
workplaces. For Rosa, this harassment was extensive, with constant phone calls to her
workplace and pictures and notes posted to the workplace door. It became impossible
for her to run her business, and she had to terminate it. She stated that:

Odd things started to occur. I had my own company, and there soon started to appear all kinds
of photos and prostitution messages, such as “Services for men in the back room,” posed on the
door of my business. He also posted a photo of us on my business door. He called my work-
place every three minutes and sent some horrific text messages. There was a large number of
messages. At first I answered him, and he made financial demands. Finally, I ended my busi-
ness, moved to another city, and received a protection order; then the harassment ended.

Theme 2: Withholding Resources

The second theme to emerge was the men’s urge to control the women via withholding
resources. While within the theme of economic sabotage men were actively doing
something with withholding men withheld or refused to do things. For example,
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they delayed divorce, refused to divide assets, refused to pay their share of bills or pur-
chases, or refused to move out of the woman’s apartment.

Elina’s case shows how ex-spouses may delay the finalization of divorce in Finland
by ignoring requests to sign divorce documents. In Finland, either or both of the
spouses may file for divorce, and the application is filed at a district court.
If spouses are filing for divorce, the reconsideration period begins as soon as the appli-
cation is filed. If one of the spouses is filing for divorce alone, then the reconsideration
period begins once the other spouse has been notified of the divorce application. The
district court will ensure that the other spouse is notified of the application (Marriage
Act, 1929). This policy may delay the process, as shown in the following:

He did not want to sign divorce papers. I am still married to him because he will not give
me a divorce. It seems that in Finland, it takes two years before it is possible to get rid of
someone. The divorce would otherwise be clear, and the papers have been signable since
May. A bailiff has tried to reach him since July. In September, I contacted him via text
message and asked if he could sign the divorce papers. He texted back that I should
come in person to ask for a signature for the divorce papers.

When Helena decided to separate from her spouse, he refused to accept the divorce
and used financial resources to state that the relationship had not ended. In her case,
refusing to divide their property in the divorce had both economic and psychological
consequences. Being legally tied to an ex-spouse made it more difficult to psycholog-
ically move forward with her life and to complete the division of property that the law
requires after divorce. She stated:

Our divorce became legal, but my husband disagreed to divide the property. We do not
have any assets to share. I just would have wanted to sign it on paper with a date. He
never agreed to do that because he said that the relationship was not over. He did not
believe it was. At some point, I did it by myself and wrote a letter that the property has
been divided into two apartments. There was a letter with our names and the date, but
he refused to sign it; therefore, the division of property is still incomplete.

Economic abuse can also deny a victim access to their property. In Laura’s case, her
ex-spouse decided that he would not hand over her possessions. This case shows how
financial matters during and after relationships are tied together, and that unequal prac-
tices during the relationship are also present when separating. According to Laura, her
ex-spouse systematically accumulated his own property during their relationship. They
shared a common corporation with her ex-partner. The company made a profit, but her
ex-spouse took all the money available from the corporation and used them for his own
expenses. In addition, they bought an apartment together with the agreement that Laura
owned 20% and he owned 80%. Nevertheless, during the relationship, both paid the
same amount for the loan and the apartment’s common expenses. Laura separated
from her ex-spouse a year earlier and has since argued with her ex-partner.
According to Laura, her ex-partner did not want Laura to live in an apartment they
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used to share. In addition, he refused to acknowledge and compensate her for the apart-
ment. She stated:

He has increased his property at my expense. This is a big issue right now.We are trying to sort it
out with lawyers, police, and the executors of the property. Now, we just have to go to court.

In PSEA, children can be used as an excuse to withhold resources from women.
Child custody, child contact, and child support arrangements enable women to be
harmed financially. It is noteworthy that these situations harm not only women, but also
children. Men may refuse to pay for children’s expenses or child support. In Erika’s
case, she had child support agreements ratified by the social welfare board, yet her
ex-spouse refused to pay child support, which left a substantial gap in Erika’s income.
It did not affect only her, but also their children’s financial well-being. Erika had to sue
her ex-spouse and pursue child support through the court. This case shows how men
can use family law and the child support process as a way of directly or indirectly control-
ling their former spouse and undermining their financial security and self-reliance.

Starting a new life after leaving a violent relationship often requires finding a new
home. This may not be easy, since there are few reasonably priced rental apartments,
private dormitory housing is expensive, and the women’s financial situation in postse-
paration life is often challenging. The situation becomes even more difficult, as in
Leena’s case, when her ex-spouse controlled her by refusing to move out of their apart-
ment. Leena also suggested that she could move away and acquire a new apartment,
but her ex-spouse did not agree to pay the rent for the apartment he would be living
in. It was not possible for Leena to move into a new apartment and pay two different
rents simultaneously. Therefore, she was forced to live with her ex-spouse, who had
been violent toward her, for several months until the rental agreement ended.

Theme 3: Financial Harassment

Through sabotage, men harm women’s property and employment, by withholding men
withheld or refusing to do something that was vital for the women. With harassment,
men use financial matters to bully and control women and make accusations concern-
ing finances. Men may indicate that the woman has stolen his belongings or may bully
her with financial issues using other means. From the women’s interviews, it is evident
that when a couple has lived together, it becomes very difficult to prove whose goods
belong to whom. Veera described her experience when her ex-spouse came to her
house, where they had lived as a couple, as follows:

I collected all his belongings—a big lawnmower, bikes, hobby equipment, and clothes—
and left them all in the same place. I then left the house because I did not want to meet him
in person. He took all the things to his van and started to text me. You missed this and that
personal possession that did not even exist, and things that he really did not own.

The women’s narratives emphasize how money and financial issues work as
excuses to maintain contact in postseparation life. In these examples, money may
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not be used as the main reason for the men to make contact, but rather as an instrument to
make a point. Heta describes how her ex-spouse did not want to separate and he wowed
love, but at the same time threaten how Heta would not make it financially if she will end
the relationship. In situations where women’s financial situations are difficult, such mes-
sages may challenge the decision to leave the abusive relationship, as follows:

He kept texting me saying how he missed and loved me. He also threatened that if I pursue a
divorce, I will experience financial distress, which I already knew. We shared finances as a
couple.

In Rosa’s situation, the harassment was not limited to her but also her personal
network and her new boyfriend. Rosa’s ex-spouse asked her new boyfriend to pay
“leasing” due to being with her. In her experience, the characteristics of money
became visible, as money was not only a means of payment but was also a tool to
control and place oneself over the other.

The women’s narratives show how economic abuse continues over time. Katja’s
example demonstrates how economic abuse is often, though not always, started during
the relationship and continues in postseparation life. In addition, financial agreements
made during the relationship also regulate postseparation life. For Katja, these agreements
have caused her enormous financial harm, but common financial matters have also given
her ex-spouse an excuse to contact her years after their separation, as follows:

He is self-employed, but everything is in my name: all ownership, including companies,
and other things. He has taken advantage of me in financial matters and uses it against me
(in this process). He talked me out of it all, and I still suffer from the fact that I must sign
all the papers. He used my money, and, even after the separation, there are messages
saying pay for this and do this.

Theme 4: Stealing

Stealing is a form of economic exploitation when an abuser intentionally engages in
behaviors aimed at destroying the victim’s financial resources. The interviews revealed
situations in which the men stole from the women. Compared to the other categories, in
stealing, the men actively took something that belonged to the women. For example,
Laura left her ex-spouse and moved out of his house. The ex-spouse protested her deci-
sion, changed the locks of the house, and stole her movies, which had great sentimental
value for her, as follows:

There were hundreds of my movies and all kinds of materials. I collected them for over 10
years, and I’d love to get them back. They are worth money, and the emotional value is
incredible. I do not want to give them to him as he has taken everything else from me.

For Laura, it was important to gain back her belongings, and she had filed a criminal
complaint against her ex-spouse because of the theft. In some situations, as in Sirpa’s
case, the women felt that defining one’s rights using goods would be life-threatening
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and may cause them substantial financial harm. In Sirpa’s situation, she did not have
enough emotional resources or energy to exert herself, even though she was left finan-
cially disadvantaged and lost mentally important goods. From Sirpa’s case, it was clear
that keeping herself safe from her ex-spouse’s controlling behavior and violence was
more important than defending her property, as follows:

My ex-husband keeps his motorbike in my courtyard. When we divorced, he took my
motorbike with him, and I could not oppose it forcefully. I would rather be alive and
without a motorbike than with a motorbike and dead.

Discussion

This study presents qualitative findings of the types of economic abuse in the postse-
paration lives of women who have experienced IPV. From the women’s narratives,
their experience of PSEA was divided into four categories: economic sabotage, with-
holding resources, financial harassment, and stealing. The ex-spouses sabotaged the
women financially and destroyed their belongings both inside and outside of their
homes or workplaces. It was evident that abuse occurred in important places for the
women; however, as Wilcox (2006) stated, one’s home is supposed to be relatively per-
manent and safe, and women are assumed to have control there. Therefore, this
assumption provides a sense of security and stability that domestic violence disrupts.

In previous studies, one of the most documented forms of postseparation abuse is by
withholding resources (Natalier, 2018; Toews & Bermea, 2017). This type of violence
was also highlighted in the current study. Withholding resources meant refusing to
divide assets, withholding women’s possessions postseparation, refusing to pay
one’s share of bills or purchases, delaying divorce, and refusing to leave apartments.
Importantly, divorce and family law practices have enabled PSEA against women
(see also Natalier, 2018); for example, the system allows men to prolong the divorce
process and “play” with child support. As child support often evolves in the private
sphere (Skinner et al., 2007), controlling practices are well hidden, and the involve-
ment of support services may not be obvious, while the absence of formal legislation
may exacerbate this. These situations can cause substantial financial harm for women
and their children, as child support compliance is a problem in many countries
(Hakovirta & Mesiäislehto, 2022).

The women also experienced financial harassment. This meant bullying over
money-related issues, such as claiming women’s property and reminding women
how they would fall into financial crisis if they ended a relationship. Some women
had also experienced theft; in these cases, the women lost mentally and financially
valuable belongings. Indeed, the types of PSEA discovered herein demonstrate that
economic abuse both during a relationship and in postseparation life have common
and differing characteristics. Adams et al.’s (2008) pioneering study concluded that
financial abuse occurs when the offender interferes with the victim’s ability to
acquire, use, or maintain financial resources in different ways. All these elements
are also transparent with PSEA; however, the acts of economic abuse may also
mean bullying and harassment over financial issues.
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The women’s narratives presented, as is typical with PSEA, not certain behaviors
per se, but rather a sum of acts that may vary by their nature. Indeed, this study supports
the evidence from the previous studies that suggest that postseparation violence is often
continuous, and takes several forms (Toews & Bermea, 2017). Moreover, the current
study’s results suggest that PSEA can be unique in form but is also linked to physical,
emotional, and digital violence and/or stalking of women. The interviewed women
often experienced several forms of violence, and the acts of economic abuse often con-
tained other forms of violence or followed violent acts, such as destroying the women’s
possessions after stalking them.

A broad agreement exists about the negative economic consequences of union disso-
lution for women (e.g., De Vaus et al., 2017). This may expose PSEA, as women who
have low economic resources are at a greater risk of abuse (Wilcox, 2006). Thus, post-
separation economic inequality reproduces the hierarchical relations of power that exu-
berate risk for economic control and abuse. Sometimes, PSEA can lead to financial
insecurity for economically vulnerable women, as women must spend money to repair
their broken possessions or cover their lawyers’ expenses. In addition to financial inse-
curity, PSEA causes substantial harm to women’s mental well-being.

The findings of this study represent the context of Finland, which is renowned for its
women-friendly welfare state as a part of the Nordic welfare model, but where the prev-
alence of violence against women is relatively high (Wemrell et al., 2019). The current
study demonstrates the importance of situating PSEA in a sociolegal context, which on
the one hand affects how abusers may use institutional processes and practices to harm
women, and on the other hand protects the victims of PSEA, for instance providing
social services and enabling help-seeking. However, IPV is a fairly universal phenom-
enon (see Devries et al., 2013). It can take very similar forms across nations and there-
fore the types of PSEA presented in this study may also occur in different welfare state
contexts.

Implications

This study’s results help to understand and recognize various forms of PSEA. This
information is vital for educating social workers and healthcare professionals to
observe and intervene in economic abuse, and to develop services for the victims.
This study argues that PSEA should be considered within the different spheres of
social policy, legislation, and social work practices. From the results of this study, it
is clear that social policies and legal practices, to some extent, presume that spouses
negotiate and agree upon practices, such as divorce and child support, in a mutual
understanding and without elements of violence, harassment, or control (see also
Branigan, 2004). Therefore, it is vital to properly analyze how these practices acknowl-
edge the possibility of violence, and necessary improvements should be made.

At the clinical level, there are well-structured measurements and methods to assess
the types and extent of economic abuse within relationships (e.g., Adams et al., 2020;
Surviving Economic Abuse, 2021). However, to the best of this study’s knowledge,
there is insufficient material to evaluate the presence of PSEA. This study suggests
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that such measurements should be developed for this phenomenon and that it would be
useful to implement them in different services for individuals and separated families,
such as social work, child welfare supervision, counseling, and therapy. In cases
where economic abuse is acknowledged, there is often a substantial need for multipro-
fessional collaboration, since, according to the data herein, there is a simultaneous need
for legal support, psychological support, and financial counseling (see also Notko et al.,
2021). Thus, multiagency collaboration should be developed.

Limitations and Future Directions

The results of this study should be interpreted in light of certain limitations. It should
also be noted that in the data of this study, the focus was not explicitly on PSEA, and
therefore it may have missed some important elements of PSEA accordingly. Indeed,
all the women had experienced IPV during their relationships and there were none who
had only experienced violence in postseparation life, although it is known that there are
relationships where violence starts in postseparation life. The recruitment of partici-
pants via shelters, helplines, and directly to women who had received protection
orders influenced the composition of the current study’s sample in a way that the
respondents were active in seeking help and support. Therefore, it is likely that the
current study’s sample lacks inclusion of the most vulnerable women who have
basic language skills and a limited understanding of the welfare system (e.g.,
Ulmestig & Eriksson, 2017). Thus, the results reflect Finland’s sociocultural and socio-
legal contexts, yet in different contexts, there would be somewhat different experiences
with PSEA. In addition, we need to acknowledge that working across two small-scale
interview data interview questions addressed to interviewees were not similar between
the projects. However, despite the differences between the two studies, they offered a
very similar picture of PSEA and its consequences.

Since PSEA has gained only limited attention, it is vital to explore its characteristics,
prevalence, and consequences. In addition, further research should clarify how institu-
tional contexts (i.e., service, legal, and policy) either respond to the needs of victims of
PSEA or enable violence. Since the characteristics of economic abuse are affected by
the sociocultural context, country-level comparisons in future studies will be impor-
tant. As we move forward, research on economic abuse in postseparation life needs
to increase to develop practices and policies that are aimed specifically at PSEA.
This suggests the need for ongoing research in this area.
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