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Abstract
Financial strain is one hardship faced by female survivors of intimate partner violence (IPV) that is often overlooked. This 
paper examined the relationships between multiple forms of abuse—with a focus on economic abuse—and financial strain. 
Guided by stress process model, this study tested two hypotheses: (1) economic abuse is associated with financial strain more 
than other types of IPV; and (2) decreased economic abuse relates to financial strain over time. The study sample consists of 
229 female IPV survivors who participated in a longitudinal, randomized controlled study evaluating an economic empower-
ment curriculum. Results from regression models suggest that physical abuse and economic abuse were significantly and 
positively associated with the magnitude of financial strain. Oaxaca–Blinder decomposition was used to partition the mean 
differences of financial strain over time that was mainly attributed to the decrease in economic and physical abuse (78%). 
Particularly, the decrease of economic abuse contributed to over half (58%) of the decrease in financial strain over time. 
Advocates should assess survivors’ risk of economic abuse, evaluate financial strain, and utilize financial safety planning 
skills to help survivors build economic security and independence. In addition, policy makers should address issues concern-
ing economic security among female IPV survivors.

Keywords Economic abuse · Financial strain · Female survivors of intimate partner violence · Stress process model · 
Decomposition analysis

Introduction

Intimate partner violence (IPV) against women is an epi-
demic that affects millions of Americans as one in three U.S. 
women experience IPV in their lifetime (Smith et al., 2017). 
IPV is well documented to negatively impact the physical 
and mental health of survivors (Oram et al., 2017); recently 
researchers have been examining the consequences of IPV 
on survivors’ economic well-being (Adams et al., 2013; 
Resko, 2010). Women’s experiences of IPV and financial 

hardship are intertwined with economic inequality, but 
often overlooked in studies. The term "financial strain" is 
a ubiquitous form of general stress (American Psycological 
Association, 2015,2017), but financial strain that commonly 
befalls female IPV survivors has not been acknowledged and 
sufficiently researched.

Financial strain is defined as an individual perception of 
not knowing how to make ends meet (Gutman et al., 2005). 
Such a definition in reality is crucial to the survival of IPV 
victims. Women in general, are more likely to experience 
financial hardship than men, and live with economic hard-
ship for a longer period of time (Tucker & Lowell, 2016). 
Women also experience higher levels of financial strain 
resulting in physical complaints and poor psychological 
well-being (Drentea & Reynolds, 2014; Frank et al., 2014); 
in turn, causing further economic gender disparity (Ahnquist 
et al., 2007). Financial strain serves as an indicator of finan-
cial wellbeing (Hacker et al., 2014), but is less likely to be 
linked to women's economic welfare in IPV studies.

Financial difficulties trap women in relationships because 
they become economically dependent on their abusive partners 
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(Kim & Gray, 2008). Male perpetrators use different forms 
of abuse to manipulate and control female survivors; the 
majority of IPV studies primarily focus on physical, psycho-
logical, and sexual abuse (Barrios et al., 2015; Beydoun et al., 
2017; Whitehead & Bergeman, 2017; Yick, 2000). Currently, 
research on economic abuse is emerging and has established 
this behavior as another tactic used by abusers to trap women 
in relationships (Postmus et al., 2020). Research shows that 
experiencing IPV harms women economically (Adams et al., 
2013); however, no study has precisely examined how different 
types of IPV impact their financial well-being differently, such 
as physical, psychological, or economic abuse. Assessing the 
associations between specific forms of IPV and financial strain 
is crucial to identify effective intervention and prevention.

Given the significant overlap of IPV and financial strain, 
this study examines the associations between IPV and financial 
strain with data collected from a sample of female IPV survi-
vors. In particular, one unique contribution of this study is the 
examination of economic abuse, considered to be an invisible 
form of IPV (Postmus et al., 2020) and financial strain. Eco-
nomic abuse is considered to account for financial well-being 
more than other forms of IPV due to the nature of economic 
interference (Postmus et al., 2012). Financial strain of IPV 
survivors may be impacted by their experience of economic 
abuse based on similar financial concerns; however, the rela-
tionship between economic abuse and financial strain has not 
been tested. Another unique contribution of this study is the 
examination of the relationship between economic abuse and 
financial strain over a period of time.

Few studies emphasize the form of economic abuse on 
financial well-being. Guided by stress theory, this study tests 
the impact of IPV on financial strain, and decomposes the 
components of economic consequences that female IPV sur-
vivors face. The specific aims of this paper are (1) to examine 
the relationship between financial strain and different types of 
abuse (i.e., physical abuse, psychological abuse, sexual abuse, 
and economic abuse). Given the common economic nature of 
economic abuse and financial strain, the expectation is that 
economic abuse would be more positively related to financial 
strain than other forms of IPV at the baseline; (2) to analyze 
contributing factors determining change of financial strain over 
time. Specifically, changing economic abuse contributes to the 
change in financial strain over time to a larger extent than other 
forms of abuse. More specifically, decreased economic abuse 
will decrease financial strain over time.

Literature Review

Stress Theory

The term “stress” is widely used in common language; 
moreover, there is an entire science of stress that documents 

its effect on the human brain, body, and mind (Fink, 2010). 
Hans Selye (1907–82), known as the “father of stress,” 
applied stress to biology and publicized the General Adap-
tation Syndrome (Selye, 1936). He first introduced the term 
“stressor” for the causative agent and “stress” for the reac-
tion to stressor (Selye, 1976). The term stressor refers to any 
social event where individuals need to adopt major social 
readjustment (Rahe et al., 1964), specifically to change their 
accustomed patterns (Holmes & Rahe, 1967). Kaplan (1983) 
combined the concepts of stress from psychology and sociol-
ogy, and used the term “psychosocial stress,” defined as “the 
socially deprived, conditioned, and situated psychological 
process that stimulate any or all of the many manifestations 
of dysphoric affect falling under the rubric of subjective dis-
tress (p. 196).” This definition of stress, integrating social 
structures and individual appraisal, echoes the dual focus of 
social work: individual well-being in a social context and 
the well-being of the society (National Association of Social 
Workers, 2017). Thus, the concept of stress expanded from 
biological reactions in physiology, and then became more 
sophisticated along with psychological appraisals and social 
conditions.

According to the stress theory, IPV can lead to financial 
strain or vice versa. The direction can be clarified while con-
sidering the role of perpetrators and survivors. For perpe-
trators, the IPV incidence may be an outcome of financial 
strain because they may actively use violence as a response 
to the accumulation of financial inadequacies (McKenry 
et al., 1995; Schwab-Reese et al, 2016). For survivors, the 
IPV experience is viewed as a stressor stimulus that affects 
their financial strain (Fox et al., 2004; Lagdon et al., 2014).

Stress Process Model

Stress is better understood as a process that consists of 
multiple elements and dynamic relationships. Pearlin and 
colleagues (1981) proposed the Stress Process Model to 
outline key components in the stress process: the stressors, 
the mediators, and the outcomes. The conceptual frame-
work of multiple complex elements and their intercon-
nections has been subsequently elaborated. Pearlin and 
colleagues (1981) developed two sources of stressors: one 
is “life events” adopted from Holmes and Rahe’s (1967) 
life change events; the other is “life strains” referring to 
some life event that turns out to be a long-term life strain.

To fully understand various forms of stressors, Wheaton 
(1996) developed the stress continuum by adding daily has-
sles, macro stressors, nonevents, and traumas. Daily hassles 
are defined as annoying problems or occurring demands that 
need behavior readjustment of daily life, such as traffic jams 
or financial concerns (Kanner et al., 1981). Macro stress-
ors are stressors occurring at the macro-level system, i.e., 
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natural disaster or economic recessions. Non-event stressors 
refer to lack of change or dissatisfaction; for example, being 
in a job position without promotion for a long time. Traumas 
are horrifying life experiences that impact deeply and need 
to be distinguished from regular stressors (Wheaton, 1996).

Female IPV survivors simultaneously experience differ-
ent types of stressors that may affect their wellbeing and 
health. The stress continuum provides distinct information 
on intricate stressors and gives a framework for explanatory 
models. Thoits (1995) suggested that examining multiple 
stressors and their sequences help to specify the associa-
tion between stress and health. In this study, the main vari-
ables,  IPV and financial strain,  are considered as stressors 
to IPV female survivors. IPV is viewed as sudden traumas 
or chronic stressors depending on the frequency of abuse. 
Financial strain is considered as a chronic stressor that exists 
continuously in daily life. This paper adopts the concep-
tual model (Fig. 1) to understand the relationship between 
different forms of IPV and financial strain among female 
survivors.

Financial Strain

Financial strain is one of several stressors that American 
adults face. Some groups experience higher money-related 
stress levels than the general American population, such as 
women, younger Americans, low-income households, and 
parents of children under the age of 18 (American Psyco-
logical Association, 2015). As Thoits (2010) noted, the 
phenomenon that stress exposure is unequally distributed 
among different social groups accounts for health inequali-
ties in physical and psychological well-being. Several fac-
tors contribute to the increase in financial strain, such as the 
worldwide economic recession, low savings, consumerism, 
and high levels of debt (Vosloo et al., 2014; Weller & Logan, 
2009).

The term financial strain is widely used interchange-
ably with various synonyms, such as financial hardship 
(Azzani et al., 2015), financial stress (Åslund et al., 2014; 
Ryan, 2012), economic strain (Pearlin et al., 1981; Reeb 
et al., 2013), economic hardship (Pulgar et al., 2016), and 

perceived income adequacy (Dziak et al., 2010; Fahmy et al., 
2016). The concept of financial strain is operationalized by 
objective and subjective measures, and can vary from a sin-
gle question (Dziak et al., 2010) to scales (Aldana & Liljenquist, 
1998). Objective measures include the debt-to-income ratio 
or income-to-needs ratio (Benson et al., 2003; Zimmerman 
& Katon, 2005). Subjective measures obtain self-reported 
perceptions of financial difficulties, such as income, pay-
ing bills, making ends meet or perceptions of difficulties 
(Tucker-Seeley et al., 2012; Valentino et al., 2014).

Financial strain is highly linked to socioeconomic sta-
tus, including employment status, education, and income 
(Fatimah et al., 2012; Szanton et al., 2010; Zimmerman & 
Katon, 2005). In particular, low-income families persistently 
report high levels of financial strain over time (Ribar, 2005). 
Financial strain can also serve as a mediator between socio-
economic variables, such as income, employment and dif-
ferent outcomes, such as individual psychological distress 
(Valentino et al., 2014), marital quality (Lincoln & Chae, 
2010), or child development (Masarik & Conger, 2017).

IPV and Financial Strain

Despite a substantial body of literature examining the 
impact of IPV on mental health (Devries et al., 2013; White 
& Satyen, 2015), research is only recently emerging that 
explores the consequence of IPV on financial well-being 
(Adams et al., 2013; Hartley & Renner, 2018; Sauber & 
O’Brien, 2017). Most available IPV research has primarily 
focused on economic self-sufficiency, defined as independ-
ence from public assistance and the ability providing basic 
needs for individuals and families (Gowdy & Pearlmutter, 
1993). Using a sample of 147 low-income female IPV survi-
vors, Sauber and O’Brien (2017) pointed out that economic 
abuse, not financial/work-related resource loss, was signifi-
cantly associated with economic well-being. Goodman et al. 
(2010) have noted the fact that impoverished women tended 
to lack the choice or resources to fulfill their basic needs. 
Hence, using economic self-sufficiency as an indicator of 
economic well-being may fail to capture real-life financial 
concerns among low-income families (Sauber & O’Brien, 
2017).

Stressor 
In�mate Partner Violence 

• Physical Abuse 
• Psychological Abuse 
• Sexual Abuse 
• Economic Abuse 

Outcome 
Financial Strain 

Fig. 1  The conceptual model
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Financial resources are critical for IPV survivors to obtain 
financial independence (Postmus et al., 2012), but research 
shows that IPV continues to jeopardize women’s economic 
well-being after leaving an abusive relationship. Adams 
and colleagues (2013) randomly selected 503 single moth-
ers who received temporary assistance for needy families 
(TANF), and conducted a longitudinal study over five years. 
Their study findings showed that women who were recently 
physically abused in the past two years reported more objec-
tive and anticipated material hardship than those who did not 
experience IPV. Surprisingly, the study participants whose 
IPV had ended within the prior three years also confronted 
significantly objective material hardship (Adams et al., 
2013). As such research reveals the deleterious economic 
consequences of physical IPV, the question of how other 
types of IPV affect survivors’ economic well-being still 
remains.

More research is needed to explore other indicators of 
financial well-being among IPV survivors. The concept 
of economic self-sufficiency may not best fit the financial 
concerns among low-income populations due to the lack of 
resources (Goodman et al., 2009; Sauber & O’Brien, 2017). 
Fox and Chancey (1998) identified financial strain as the 
strongest predictor of individual and family well-being com-
pared to other measures of economic distress, such as job 
instability and job insecurity. Adams (2011) suggested that 
financial stability and subjective financial well-being can be 
other dimensions to measure the impact of IPV on financial 
well-being.

Research has shown that financial strain is highly 
related to the risk of violence against women, predomi-
nately physical abuse (Benson et al., 2003; Copp et al., 
2016; Fox et al., 2004; Friedan, 1995; Lucero et al., 2016). 
Fox et al. (2004) examined the impact of economic distress 
on the risk of domestic violence, and found  that the part-
ner’s job strain and financial inadequacy predicted a high 
risk of physical violence. Benson et al. (2003) found that 
subjective financial strain increased females’ likelihood 
of physical violence at a later time. Guided by the family 
stress model, Copp et al. (2016) confirmed that economic 
and/or career concerns, and material hardship increased 
the odds of physical IPV; accordingly, they suggested that 
interventions should target specific content of economic 
concerns among young adult couples instead of anger 
management. Using a sample of 941 women from fragile 
families and child well-being data, Lucero et al. (2016) 
found that women who experienced economic hardship 
had higher odds of experiencing physical and emotional 
IPV and such relationships persisted over nine years.

Although less recognized, economic abuse is a unique 
form of IPV (Postmus et al., 2020). Kutin et al. (2017) 
were the first researchers to link financial strain with 
economic abuse. Their findings indicated that women 

who experienced economic abuse reported high levels 
of financial stress when controlling for physical IPV and 
emotional IPV (Kutin et al., 2017). Similar results were 
shown in a sample of 340 Chinese women who reported 
financial strain associated with risks of experiencing hus-
band’s financial control (Zheng et al., 2019). Both stud-
ies  revealed the link between economic abuse and finan-
cial strain in the general population. Economic abuse is 
extremely high among IPV survivors as 94% and 99% of 
the IPV survivors have reported economic abuse (Adams, 
2011; Postmus et al., 2012). However, no available studies 
examine the link between economic abuse and financial 
strain among only IPV survivors. This paper argues that 
the link is stronger among female IPV survivors.

Notably, financial strain can be viewed as the outcome 
of IPV as well. Using the National Longitudinal Study of 
Adolescent to Adult Health data, Strenio (2017) found that 
IPV victimizations increased the probability of reporting 
economic hardship and welfare assistance for both females 
and males in later life. Females who experienced high 
intensity IPV were more likely to face financial challenges 
compared to those who had low or no  IPV experiences.

Several socio-demographic attributes have been con-
nected to both IPV and financial strain among women. 
Age appears to have mixed impact on IPV experiences, as 
younger female veterans aged younger than 35 years were 
more likely to report IPV (Dichter et al., 2017) whereas 
older Kenyan women aged between 40 and 49  years 
reported higher levels of IPV  (Memiah et  al., 2018). 
Women of color tended to experience more frequent IPV 
and financial strain compared to their counterparts (Brei-
ding et al., 2008; Golden et al., 2013; Memiah et al., 2018). 
Becoming married was associated with increased IPV 
(Dichter et al., 2017). Employment, higher level of educa-
tion, and income are protective factors of IPV for women 
(Breiding et  al., 2008; Stylianou, 2018; Zheng et  al., 
2019).

The  association between financial strain and different 
types of IPV is unclear, with IPV being viewed as patterns 
of coercive control where abusers use force or threats to 
control victims (Stark, 2007). Matjasko et al. (2013) high-
lighted that different types of IPV require different preven-
tion approaches because each type is associated with spe-
cific risks and protective factors. Identifying the specific 
form of IPV is pivotal to providing effective intervention 
and prevention.
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Data and Methods

Sample

This study utilized data collected during a longitudinal, 
randomized controlled trial study evaluating the impact 
of a financial literacy program with female IPV survivors 
over 14 months (Postmus et al., 2015a,2015b). The All-
state Foundation collaborated with the National Network 
to End Domestic Violence (NNEDV) to create a finan-
cial literacy curriculum that specifically addressed sur-
vivors’ economic empowerment, entitled “Moving Ahead 
through Financial Management.” The specific aims of the 
curriculum were to identify signs of financial abuse, and 
to enhance financial knowledge to ensure the survivors’ 
financial well-being.

The research team adopted the purposeful sampling 
strategy to recruit participants from 14 IPV organizations 
in 7 states from four regions, including Northeast, Mid-
west, Texas, and Puerto Rico. To participate, women must 
have: (1) experienced at least one form of intimate partner 
violence in the past year (Healthy People, 2020); be female 
and 18 years old or older; (3) had not taken a financial 
literacy class within the past 2 years; (4) committed to 
participate in four interviews; and (5) committed to attend 
the curriculum if randomly assigned.

Because most IPV agencies serve large populations of 
English and Spanish survivors, the instruments were trans-
lated into Spanish. To serve as a baseline, all participants 
were randomly assigned into either a control group or a 
treatment group at Time1 interview (T1). The first face-to-
face interviews were conducted as the baseline prior to the 
implementation of the curriculum. Advocates across IPV 
agencies implemented the curriculum to IPV survivors 
who were randomly assigned to the treatment group while 
the control group received case management and regular 
services. The follow-up interviews took place 2 months 
after the first interview (T2), 8 months after the first inter-
view (T3), and 14 months after the first interview (T4). 
To maintain retention, the incentives increased: T1—$25, 
T2—$30, T3—$35, and T4—$40.

A total of 477 female IPV survivors initially attended 
the parent study, and a total of 456 women were rand-
omized at T1 after eligibility screening. The reasons for 
case removal included lack of abuse experiences (15 par-
ticipants), completing the interview too early (5 partici-
pants), and duplication (1 participant). All participants 
were randomly assigned into either the control group 
(n = 240) or the treatment group (n = 216), and 65.6% 
of participants completed T2 interviews (n = 300). The 
response rates at T3 and T4 were 61.1% and 53.8% of the 
total 456 participants, respectively. Longitudinal studies 

of IPV survivors may face a high rate of attrition because 
of instability in their living situation caused by the abuse 
(Dutton et al., 2003); in turn, the attrition bias affects 
the validity of  IPV interventions studies (Ramsay et al., 
2005). To address the attrition issue, the sample of com-
pliant participants at both T1 and T4 were used, and then 
the results were compared to multiple imputed data of the 
full sample.

Measures

Financial Strain

The dependent variable in this study was measured using an 
18-item financial strain survey (FSS) developed by Aldana 
and Liljenquist (1998) and validated by Hetling et al. (2014) 
among IPV survivors. The scale utilized a 5-point Likert-
type scale ranging from “1 = never” to “5 = always” on 
18 items employing five subscales: poor financial educa-
tion (i.e., “I feel well informed about financial matters”), 
poor relationships (i.e., “I tend to argue with others about 
money”), physical symptoms (i.e., My muscles get tense 
when I add up my bills), poor credit card e (i.e., “I get new 
credit cards to pay off old ones”), and inability to meet finan-
cial obligations (i.e., “Many of my bills are past due”). The 
total FSS in this study had a Cronbach’s reliability coeffi-
cient of 0.84 at T1 and 0.88 at T4. The five subscales at T1 
also demonstrated strong internal reliability (poor financial 
education, α = 0.81; poor relationships, α = 0.80; physical 
symptoms = 0.87; poor credit card use, α = 0.54; inability to 
meet obligation, α = 0.82).

Intimate Partner Violence

The main independent variables consisted of different forms 
of IPV measured by the 25-item abusive behavior index-
revised (ABI-R) scale (Postmus et  al., 2015a,2015b), a 
modified version of 30 items from the original ABI (Shep-
ard & Campbell, 1992). Participants reported behaviors that 
had been used by their intimate partner or former partner in 
the past 12 months using a 5-point Likert type scale from 
“1 = never” to “5 = very often”. Women were asked to report 
the frequency of experiencing physical abuse (i.e., suffer-
ing being pushed, hit, spanked, choked etc.), psychologi-
cal abuse (i.e., suffering being threatened with or without 
weapon, humiliated, criticized, etc.), and sexual abuses (i.e., 
“pressured you to have sex in a way you don’t like.”) (alpha 
reliability = 0.95 at T1 and 0.97 at T4).

Additionally, economic abuse was measured by the 
12-item scale of economic abuse (SEA-12; Postmus et al., 
2016). Using a 5-point Likert-type scale from “1 = never” to 
“5 = quite often”, participants reported frequency of behav-
iors by their partner or ex-partner in the past 12 months, 
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including employment sabotage (4 items, i.e., “Threaten 
you to make you leave work”), economic control (5 items, 
i.e. “Keep financial information from you”), and economic 
exploitation (3 items, i.e., “Spend the money you needed 
for rent or other bills.”) (alpha reliability = 0.88 at T1 and 
0.92 at T4).

Control Variables

The current study included control variables that may affect 
IPV and financial strain, such as demographics, socioeco-
nomic characteristics, familial factors, and membership in 
the treatment or control group. Demographic characteristics 
in this study consisted of age, ethnicity, and U.S.-born. Age 
was calculated as the participants’ year of birth subtracted 
from the year of the interview. Eight attributes of race/eth-
nicity were dichotomized into Hispanic and non-Hispanic. 
Participants were asked whether or not they were born 
in the US. The other three socioeconomic characteristics 
included education, employment status, and annual income. 
Participants were asked about their educational attainment; 
the years of completed education were collapsed into three 
groups: less than high school, high school, and college and 
graduate school. Their reports of employment status were 
dichotomized to employed and unemployed. Average annual 
household income was measured by 5-level categorical 
variables from less than U.S. $10,000, $10,001–$15,000, $ 
15,001–$25,000, $25,001–$35,000, and more than $35,000. 
Since approximately half (45%) of the sample earned less 
than U.S. $10,000 per year, the answers were recorded into 
a dichotomous variable for whether the woman reported 
$10,000 or more of income compared with less. Regard-
ing familial factors, participants were asked to reply yes or 
no to two questions: 1) whether they were currently in a 
relationship with the abusive partner and 2) responsible for 
any children under the age of 18. Participants who were ran-
domly assigned to the treatment group received the finan-
cial literacy curriculum, whereas the control group received 
regular services.

Analytic Strategy

Regression and decomposition analysis were used to exam-
ine the association between different forms of IPV and 
financial strain among female survivors. To decompose the 
change of financial strain among female IPV survivors over 
time, this study used longitudinal data collected at both T1 
(n = 456) and T4 (n = 246, 53.8% of T1 sample). The data 
on educational attainment, a critical factor associated with 
financial strain, was only available at T4. Thus, this study 
is limited to those who answered education level at T4 and 
used the same responses for their education variable at T1. 

As a result, this study analyzed the data from 229 female 
survivors to examine the association between IPV experi-
ences and financial strain.

Missing values in longitudinal panel data is common in 
IPV studies because IPV survivors may be more likely to 
leave the study due to violence exposure (Johnson, 2018; 
Krause et al., 2008). In this study, the results of Little’s 
MCAR test  (X2 = 3047.436, DF = 2897, p = 0.025) and 
separate-variance t-tests suggested that the data might not 
be missing completely at random but rather were consistent 
with missing at random (MAR) (Garson, 2015). To address 
the attrition issue, the multiple imputation method was used 
to generate the full sample data at T4 except for the out-
come variable, financial strain. The regression results of 
the imputed data were used to compare with the results of 
the 229 female survivors at T4.

The fact that female IPV survivors may face living and 
job instability due to abuse experiences may also lead to 
higher rates of sample attrition (Dutton et al., 2003); in 
turn, the attrition bias affects the validity for the IPV lon-
gitudinal studies (Ramsay et al., 2005). According to the 
missing value analysis of the parent study, there was 29% 
missingness across all values in the data set (Johnson, 2018). 
Hence, this study used multiple imputation to generate 30 
imputations to maintain the full sample of T4 (Graham, 
2009). Multiple imputation was only used in the multivariate 
regression models, not the decomposition analysis because 
there is no available method to combine the imputation data 
in the decomposition analysis (Maika et al., 2013).

Multiple regression models were performed to examine 
the relationship between different types of abuse and socio-
economic variables on financial strain. Based on the lin-
ear regression method, the Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition 
method (Blinder, 1973; Oaxaca, 1973) was used to parti-
tion different types of abuses in contributing to the change 
of financial strain over time. To compare the variation in 
the outcome differences, the decomposition technique has 
been widely applied to decompose the difference between 
changes over time (Vujicic & Nasseh, 2014) or the differ-
ences between two groups, such as gender wage gap (Oax-
aca, 1973), racial wage discrimination (Blinder, 1973), racial 
placement instability (Foster et al., 2011), or rural–urban 
digital inequality (Liao et al., 2016). Regression and decom-
position analysis were used to perform the data analysis by 
Stata 15 (StataCorp, 2017).

For the current study, the linear regression model is 
expressed as:

Y referred to financial strain and X denoted all forms of 
IPV including economic, physical, psychological, and sexual 
abuse. The g indicates the different time periods: T1 and T4, 

Yig = �gxig + �ig
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and g = (T1, T4), in which g was valued T1 or T4. For i = 1, 
2,…, 229 in this sample. The Blinder and Oaxaca decompo-
sition is explained in the following way:

In the above equation, the difference of financial strain at 
T1 and T4 were divided into two parts with a sum of 100%. 
The first “explained” part, 𝛽T4

(

XT4 − XT1

)

 , displays part of 
the difference of financial strain between T1 and T4 is due 
to the mean differences among different types of abuses 
between T1 and T4. More specifically, female IPV survivors 
whose financial strain changed over time would be explained 
by the change of their different experiences of abuse over 
time (e.g. physical abuse and economic abuse). The second 
“unexplained” part, XT1

(

𝛽T4 − 𝛽T1
)

 , shows the remaining 
part of financial strain differences over time is beyond the 
explained coefficients, which could not be explained by the 
main independent variables. The higher percentage of 
explained part indicates that the differences of multiple IPV 
forms contribute to the difference of financial strain over 
time.

Results

Descriptive Results

In this study, the findings showed that the IPV experiences 
and financial strain significantly decreased over 14 months 
among female survivors. In Table 1, the mean of financial 
strain decreased significantly from 2.83 at T1 to 2.20 at T4. 
T-test results showed that the difference in financial strain 
between T1 and T4 was significant, t = 10.25 (p < 0.001). 
Similarly, each type of IPV significantly decreased from 
T1 to T4 (p < 0.001), and the significant differences can be 
decomposed into their contributions to the mean changes 
of financial strain over time. The majority of IPV survivors 
were in young adulthood (ages 30–45), Hispanic, college 
and graduate school, employed, and earned annual income 
over $10,000. Notably, almost four in  five women (80%) 
were not in a relationship with an abuser at the time of the 
data collection, and had children under 18 years-old.

Multivariate Results

The regression results are presented in Table 2. The full 
model accounted for an estimated 13% and 22% of the 
variation in financial strain at T1 and T4, respectively. The 
effect of economic abuse on financial strain was greater than 
other factors, and persisted over time. Other types of abuse 
showed a marginal effect on financial strain. Age, Hispanic, 

YT4 − YT1 = ΔOLS = 𝛽T4

(

XT4 − XT1

)

+XT1

(

𝛽T4 − 𝛽T1
)

and U.S.-born showed a significant impact on financial 
strain at T1, but the statistical significance diminished over 
time. Participation in the treatment group was significantly 
associated with the decrease in financial strain over time. 
Interestingly, employment and income status were not sig-
nificantly associated with the magnitude of financial strain 
among these survivors. The regression models using multi-
ple imputed data in the full sample of 456 participants at T4 
despite attrition supported the research hypothesis that eco-
nomic abuse, followed by physical abuse were more strongly 
associated with financial strain than other demographic or 
socioeconomic characteristics.

The decomposition model examined how time-changing 
variables accounted for the change of dependent variable. 
The decomposition results explained 76.68% of the differ-
ence on financial strain between T1 and T4, and the allevia-
tion of IPV experiences mainly accounted for the decrease 
in financial strain (See Table 3). The decrease in economic 
abuse and physical abuse contributed nearly 77.92% of the 
difference, and economic abuse contributed over half 
(58.13%) of the change in financial strain over time. But the 
change in economic factors (employment and income) did 
not contribute significantly. The contributions of some vari-
ables equaled zero because they did not change over time, 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics

Mean or percentage
Standard deviation in parentheses
***p < 0.001

Time1 Time4

Financial strain 2.83 (0.63) 2.20*** (0.68)
Physical abuse 2.23 (1.02) 1.20*** (0.57)
Psychological abuse 3.51 (1.02) 1.68*** (1.03)
Sexual abuse 2.06 (1.17) 1.14*** (0.76)
Economic abuse 2.59 (0.93) 1.43*** (0.77)
Age
Less than 30 23.14% 20.52%
30–45 55.02% 56.33%
45+ 21.83% 23.14%
Education level
Less than high school 14.41% 14.41%
High school 39.74% 39.74%
College and graduate school 45.85% 45.85%
Hispanic 60.26% 60.26%
U.S.-born 52.84% 52.84%
In a relationship with abuser 19.65% 16.59%
Having children under 18 year-old 81.22% 81.66%
Employment status 50.66% 64.63%
Annual household income over $10,000 54.59% 54.59%
Treatment group 48.91% 48.91%
N 229 229
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such as being Hispanic, U.S.-born, and assigned to the treat-
ment group.

Discussion and Implications

Based on the stress process model (Pearlin et al., 1981), 
this study contributes to the delineation in the associa-
tions between IPV (stressor) and financial strain (outcome) 
among female survivors. This paper included different 

types of abuse with a focus on economic abuse that has 
not been previously addressed. For female IPV survivors, 
their perceptions of financial strain can be understood as 
the outcome of a prominent stressor: IPV. In particular, 
this research further identified that physical abuse and eco-
nomic abuse experiences were significant stressors associ-
ated with financial strain based on the results of regression 
models. Decomposition results showed that 58% of the 
decrease in financial strain over time was explained by 
the decrease in economic abuse over a span of 14 months.

Table 2  Regression models 
of financial strain on types of 
abuse and other factors

Standardized beta coefficients; Standard errors in parentheses
+p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

T1 T4 All Multiple 
imputation 
of T4

Physical abuse 0.09 0.26* 0.12 + 0.32*
(0.05) (0.14) (0.05) (0.15)

Psychological abuse  − 0.02  − 0.09 0.11  − 0.02
(0.06) (0.08) (0.05) (0.09)

Sexual abuse 0.05  − 0.17 +  − 0.01  − 0.21 + 
(0.04) (0.12) (0.04) (0.11)

Economic abuse 0.29** 0.36** 0.34*** 0.26*
(0.06) (0.11) (0.06) (0.11)

Age less than 30 (Reference)
Age 30–45 0.16* 0.16* 0.15** 0.20 + 

(0.10) (0.11) (0.08) (0.11)
Age 45+ 0.21* 0.13 0.15** 0.21

(0.13) (0.14) (0.10) (0.14)
Less than high school (Reference)
High school 0.03 0.08 0.03 0.05

(0.13) (0.13) (0.09) (0.13)
College and graduate school 0.10 0.08 0.05 0.05

(0.14) (0.14) (0.10) (0.13)
Hispanic 0.20*  − 0.02 0.08 +  − 0.04

(0.10) (0.10) (0.07) (0.10)
U.S.-born 0.18*  − 0.11 0.04  − 0.18 + 

(0.10) (0.11) (0.07) (0.11)
In a relationship with abuser 0.10 0.00 0.04  − 0.00

(0.10) (0.12) (0.08) (0.12)
Having children under 18 year-old 0.12  − 0.01 0.01  − 0.03

(0.12) (0.13) (0.09) (0.13)
Employed 0.01  − 0.09  − 0.04  − 0.18 + 

(0.08) (0.09) (0.06) (0.09)
Annual household income over $10,000  − 0.05  − 0.09  − 0.07  − 0.11

(0.08) (0.09) (0.06) (0.09)
Treatment group  − 0.01  − 0.21***  − 0.11**  − 0.26**

(0.08) (0.08) (0.06) (0.09)
N 229 229 458 456
F 3.32 5.39 14.06 –
R2_a 0.13 0.22 0.30 –
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There has been increased attention to the relationship 
between economic abuse and financial consequences of IPV 
(Kutin et al., 2017; Sauber & O’Brien, 2017). The current 
findings are consistent with evidence from previous research 
(Schrag et al., 2020; Zheng et al., 2019), which shows that 
economic abuse is found to be significantly associated with 
financial strain compared to different forms of IPV. Fur-
thermore, this paper closes the gap showing that a change 
in economic abuse over time can account for the change 
in financial strain using longitudinal data. Given the fact 
that economic abuse involves behaviors aimed at control-
ling or exploiting individual’s access to finances, assets, 
or employment (Adams & Beeble, 2019; Postmus et al., 
2020), survivors of economic abuse tend to suffer increasing 
financial strain. Future research based on the Stress Process 
Model (Pearlin et al., 1981) can explore potential moderators 

or mediators to modify the association by adding social sup-
port and coping behaviors. Also, future research can con-
sider the association between IPV and financial strain as 
a stressor to examine its impact on mental health outcome 
such as depression.

Similar to the results of previous studies (Copp et al., 
2016; Lucero et al., 2016; Zheng et al., 2019), this study 
also found that physical abuse is associated with financial 
strain. Informed by the stress process model, the conse-
quences of physical abuse may cause additional financial-
related stressors leading to increased self-perceived financial 
strain. For instance, a physical injury may force women to 
leave work temporarily and then lose their source of income 
to make ends meet. Moreover, this study included the form 
of economic abuse and further specified that the impact of 
economic abuse on financial strain was stronger than other 
forms of IPV including physical abuse.

As economic abuse is commonly experienced among IPV 
survivors (Stylianou, 2018), this paper points out the impor-
tance of economic abuse and financial consequences of IPV 
that needs more attention in direct services. For example, 
social workers and risk assessors need to screen for eco-
nomic abuse that is a less recognized form of IPV (Post-
mus et al., 2020). Clinicians and therapists need to assess 
financial well-being of IPV survivors. To alleviate financial 
strain, advocates need to be well versed in supporting sur-
vivors to develop safety plans aimed at decreasing physical 
and economic abuse experiences.

Notably, the COVID-19 related stressors resulted in 
increasing IPV as well as financial strain due to lockdowns, 
stay-at-home orders, social distancing guidelines, job loss, 
and financial uncertainty (Sri et al., 2021; Usher et al., 2020; 
Yenilmez & Çelik, 2020). The findings of this study high-
light an urgent need to make IPV resources accessible for 
vulnerable populations, such as IPV screening for economic 
abuse and telehealth platforms on financial safety (Jarnecke 
& Flanagan, 2020). Future work can continue to investigate 
the association between economic abuse and financial strain 
among IPV survivors both during the COVID pandemic and 
beyond.

This study is the first study to use longitudinal panel 
data to confirm that the reduction in economic abuse sub-
sequently improves women’s financial strain over time. 
Such findings are particularly salient in light of long-term 
financial insecurity and financial recovery for IPV survi-
vors. Research has shown that COVID-19 related financial 
strain is highly associated with psychological impact such as 
loneliness, anxiety, depression (Kujawa et al., 2020; Refaeli 
& Achdut, 2021; Thayer & Gildner, 2020). To enhance the 
mental health of IPV survivors during macro economic 
events such as the pandemic, it is crucial to provide inter-
ventions to reduce economic abuse and financial strain.

Table 3  Decomposition results

Standard errors in parentheses
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Coefficient Contribution (%)

Time 1 2.83***
Time 4 2.20***
Difference 0.63*** 100.00
Explained 0.48*** 76.68
Physical abuse 0.10* 19.79

(0.05)
Psychological abuse 0.11 22.92

(0.08)
Sexual abuse  − 0.01 0.01

(0.07)
Economic abuse 0.28*** 58.13

(1.31)
Age  − 0.01 0.01

(0.01)
Hispanic 0.00 0.00

(0.01)
U.S.-Born 0.00 0.00

(0.00)
Education level 0.00 0.00

(0.00)
Employment status 0.01 0.01

(0.01)
Annual income over $10,000 0.00 0.00

(0.01)
In a relationship with abuser 0.00 0.01

(0.00)
Having children under 18 year-old  − 0.00 0.00

(0.00)
Treatment group 0.00 0.00

(0.01)
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One policy implication from the findings is evidence 
that experiencing IPV and financial hardship are often 
intertwined with economic inequality. Policy makers have a 
responsibility to protect IPV survivors from immediate and 
chronic abuse, and then follow up with legislation designed 
to secure their financial wellbeing. Legal systems should 
take proactive responses to address economic abuse against 
women; for instance, the violence against women act should 
be amended to include economic abuse as unacceptable 
behavior and hold perpetrators of economic abuse account-
able (Postmus et al., 2015b). In addition, the criminal system 
needs to address protection for physical safety and financial 
security of IPV victims and survivors.

Although socioeconomic status is highly related to finan-
cial strain in the general population (Fatimah et al., 2012; 
Szanton et al., 2010; Zimmerman & Katon, 2005), such 
socioeconomic variables showed no associations with the 
magnitude of financial strain when IPV experiences were 
included. In this sample, nearly half of female survivors had 
college degrees and above, were employed but earning less 
than $10,000 per year. The sample did not have enough vari-
ation to test this relationship between socioeconomic status 
and financial strain. One possible reason is that economic 
abuse experiences directly affect individuals economic real-
ity and financial well-being. Interestingly, age was the only 
demographic variable linked to financial strain. Older female 
survivors reported higher levels of financial strain, perhaps 
because they face a higher risk of no other income source.

Additionally, the decomposition results showed  that 
23.32% of the variance remained unexplained, after captur-
ing all potential effects other than different types of abuse. 
One possible explanation may be that financial strain of 
female survivors decreased because they received formal 
support as a result of their help-seeking behaviors. As the 
sample of female IPV survivors were recruited from shel-
ters and advocacy agencies, external resources may decrease 
their perceptions of financial strain over time. More research 
is needed to examine other potential factors.

The findings of this study examined the relationship 
between IPV and financial strain faced by many female 
survivors, and a few limitations should be considered when 
interpreting the results. With regard to the characteristics 
of the study sample, the self-selected responses and limited 
sample size impacted the generalizability. First, the missing 
data of education attainment at T1 limited the full under-
standing of association between socioeconomic status and 
financial wellbeing among female survivors. Second, the 
study sample for the parent study was a purposive sample 
in certain states and was not randomly selected from 
a population of female IPV survivors. Participants who 
received domestic violence services volunteered to partici-
pate in a financial literacy program and chose to respond 
to the evaluation survey. The response bias limited the 

generalizability of the findings to other female IPV survivors 
across the nation. Further research is suggested to determine 
if these results hold up over a longer period of time. The 
finding of this study evidenced the prominent association 
between economic abuse and financial strain; researchers 
can further include financial strain as a significant vari-
able and examine its effect on other outcomes including 
depression.
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