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Introduction

Intimate Partner Violence (“IPV”) is an umbrella term, cap-
turing any form of abuse against a current or former intimate 
partner. As understanding of IPV increases, there is growing 
recognition of a particular type of IPV, called economic 
abuse, in which abusers deliberately “interfere with their 
partner’s ability to acquire, use, and maintain economic 
resources” (Adams et al., 2008, p. 564).1 To date, most stud-
ies explore the phenomenon in the context of male violence 
against women. For example, studies describe economic 
abuse as a “patriarchal phenomenon” intended to “wage war 
on women’s growing equality” (Littwin, 2012, p. 981); as a 
tool of “abusive men to exert coercive control over/limit the 
options of women that they are/or have previously been in a 
relationship with” (Sharp-Jeffs, 2015, p. 4); or as encom-
passing behaviors that control “a woman’s ability to acquire, 
use and maintain financial resources” (Anitha, 2019, p. 
1855). In this context, leading attempts to explain economic 
abuse use Coercive Control Theory (“CCT”) to focus on 
female victimization in heterosexual relationships and the 
proposition that societal norms encourage males to control 
their partners (Voth Schrag, 2019).

Such an approach ignores the possibility that economic 
abuse occurs outside of male abuse of females in heterosex-
ual relationships, including homosexual relationships and 
female victimization of males. Based on theory that IPV is 
not a gendered phenomenon, we forgo assuming that eco-
nomic abuse is predominantly used by males against females 
alongside other forms of abuse to study the incidence of eco-
nomic abuse, across society, as an independent form of 
abuse. In particular, we address two issues:

(1) Is economic abuse a gendered phenomenon (i.e., pri-
marily perpetrated by males against females), or is it 
prevalent against other genders?

(2) What are the patterns of economic abuse across dif-
ferent demographics, and how do they compare to 
current theories of economic abuse?
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The next section of this paper reviews relevant literature to 
provide context for our study. That is followed by an explana-
tion of our method for collecting data and the survey used and 
a summary of the data. We then provide the results of our 
analysis and a discussion of those results. The conclusion 
summarizes what this study means for our understanding of 
economic abuse and further directions for research and action.

Literature Review

There are several streams of research that provide context for 
this study. In this section, we briefly review relevant research 
on economic abuse as a form of IPV, the consequences of 
economic abuse, the reasons for economic abuse, and con-
cerns with focusing on male victimization of females to the 
exclusion of other abuse patterns.

IPV is now well-accepted as a significant societal con-
cern, representing close to thirty percent of police-reported 
crime in Canada (Conroy et al., 2019). Its severity stems 
from the variety of abusive tactics available—not just physi-
cal, sexual, psychological, and emotional abuse, but also 
economic (Stylianou, 2018a). Such economic abuse is a 
lesser-known issue, but recognition of its part in IPV is gain-
ing momentum. Research now identifies three subsets of 
economic abuse (Postmus et al., 2016):

(1) Economic Control, defined as monitoring and 
restricting the victim’s use of and ability to acquire 
economic resources;

(2) Employment Sabotage, defined as restricting or pre-
venting the victim’s ability to obtain and maintain 
employment; and,

(3) Economic Exploitation, defined as appropriating the 
victim’s economic resources, including coercively 
or fraudulently obtaining debt for which the victim 
is liable.

Previous research notes that the correlations between these 
subsets of economic abuse are not high enough to imply mul-
ticollinearity, meaning that these subsets identify distinct but 
related abusive behaviors (Stylianou et al., 2013). All three 
subtypes can be used to coerce a victim to remain in the 
relationship.

The range of economic abuse spans many behaviors, and 
the consequences are broad and severe. Firstly, when perpe-
trated in relationships with other forms of IPV, economic 
abuse compounds the victim’s economic insecurity by restrict-
ing victim autonomy and financial stability, forcing the victim 
to remain in the abusive relationship (Postmus et al., 2020). 
Secondly, economic abuse, on its own, causes health problems 
such as gastrointestinal issues, depressive symptoms, psycho-
logical distress, and a higher risk of suicide (Postmus et al., 
2012; Voth Schrag, 2019; Voth Schrag et al., 2019); reduced 
employment and housing opportunities (Littwin, 2012); and 
destroyed credit (Littwin, 2012). Compounding this with 

recognition that the majority of economically abusive behav-
iors are legal makes economic abuse a significant societal con-
cern in its own right.

Several scholarly works have examined economic abuse 
among low-income women who are victims of IPV (Adams 
et al., 2020; Anitha, 2019; Christy & Valandra, 2017; Postmus 
et al., 2020; Postmus et al., 2012; Stylianou et al., 2013; 
Stylianou, 2018a; Voth Schrag, 2019). Adams et al. (2008) 
developed the Scale of Economic Abuse to study the phe-
nomenon among female victims of physical, sexual, and 
emotional abuse. They found 99% of such women suffered 
economic abuse. Postmus et al. (2012) found that 94.2% of 
120 participants in a financial literacy program for females 
experiencing IPV or otherwise needing support services 
experienced economic abuse. In interviewing female survi-
vors of IPV, Postmus et al. (2016) found that 92% experi-
enced Economic Control, 88% Employment Sabotage, and 
79% Economic Exploitation.

In this context, current theory proposes that institutional 
barriers cause, or at least reinforce, economic abuse. Cross-
sectional studies of female IPV survivors propose women 
have fewer educational and employment opportunities, lead-
ing to lower income and greater financial instability, which, 
in turn, makes them vulnerable to economic abuse (Postmus 
et al., 2012; Weissman, 2020). Voth Schrag (2019) uses CCT 
to demonstrate how various abusive tactics enable an abu-
sive male to control a female victim in such circumstances. 
The study found that micro-control of the victim led to a pat-
tern of economically abusive behavior. Voth Schrag con-
cluded that social norms, in addition to gender and financial 
roles, encourage and justify male control of women’s 
finances in heterosexual relationships as society more 
strongly accepts power to be vested in the man. This is a 
compelling theory, but only within its narrow context.

Though existing literature generally assumes that sex is a 
significant predictor of vulnerability to economic abuse, 
there is disagreement on which other demographic character-
istics are important. For example, Christy and Valandra 
(2017) propose racial minorities are more at risk, because 
minority women are more likely to be in poverty, have fewer 
employment opportunities, and are more vulnerable to IPV. 
In contrast, Postmus et al. (2016) found that in their sample 
of females who had experienced other forms of IPV, 55% 
were Caucasian, and 94% of the total sample had experi-
enced economic abuse, meaning at least half of females in 
that sample who experienced other forms of IPV and eco-
nomic abuse were Caucasian. Although most of the women 
in the study were Caucasian, indicating that race is not neces-
sarily a reliable indicator of economic abuse, this does not 
detract from racial minorities being at a higher risk for 
adverse life outcomes due to systemic racism, institutional 
barriers and discrimination (Bender et al., 2003; Fraser et al., 
2021; Henry et al., 2021; Watson-Singleton et al., 2020).

In summary, research to date provides excellent progress in 
understanding economic abuse in the context of male 
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victimization of females in abusive heterosexual relationships. 
But this ignores the potential that economic abuse has a 
broader prevalence. Continuing to assume that economic 
abuse is perpetrated primarily against female abuse victims 
ignores the possibility that individuals from all demographics 
can experience economic abuse.

There is comparatively little research on IPV perpetrated 
against men compared to that on female victims (Eckstein, 
2019). Similarly, economic abuse is overwhelmingly studied 
in the context of male abuse against females, particularly in 
relationships characterized by other forms of IPV (Stylianou, 
2018b). However, there is growing research suggesting IPV 
as a whole is not a gendered issue, but rather that its potential 
symmetry across sexes is masked in studies by sample char-
acteristics, the definition of IPV used, the method of measur-
ing IPV used, and confusion about whether IPV includes 
both current and former relationships (Ahmadabadi et al., 
2017). With research in economic abuse to date focused on 
female victims of other forms of domestic violence, eco-
nomic abuse may erroneously appear to be predominantly 
perpetrated by men against women. As a recent survey of 
literature on economic abuse acknowledged, “more research 
is needed to determine whether economic abuse . . . is a gen-
dered phenomenon as well as to determine the prevalence of 
economic abuse with a wide range of samples. . .” (Postmus 
et al., 2020, p. 278).

Research proposes several potential explanations for why 
male abuse victims are not being heard. Official references to 
domestic abuse tend to construct it as predominantly physi-
cal and a gendered, heterosexual phenomenon (Donovan & 
Hester, 2010). That is, therefore, what people expect when 
hearing about or being cautious of abuse. Further, gendered 
stereotypes may be driving the focus on women as victims 
(Eckstein, 2019). For example, research on victims’ reasons 
for staying in an abusive relationship traditionally engage the 
stereotype that biological females exhibit traits such as self-
sacrifice, passivity, and masochism (Langley & Levy, 1977; 
Wood, 2001). Such reliance on stereotypes in official and 
academic descriptions of IPV discourage male victims from 
seeking help. This is partly because of concerns of being 
labelled as “weak” or “feminine” (Eckstein & Cherry, 2015). 
More problematically, it is commonly believed that any vio-
lence by a woman against a man is in self-defence. As a 
result, men who report abuse to police are treated with suspi-
cion and even arrested (George & Yarwood, 2004).

Limiting study of economic abuse to female victims of 
male violence may be improperly restricting identification of 
its scope and causes. For example, based on current data, the 
following questions remain open: Is economic abuse primar-
ily a heterosexual phenomenon or are sexual minorities at 
risk? To what extent does economic abuse victimize both 
men and women in general? Which demographics are most 
at risk? If economic abuse is a broader problem than for 
female victims of other forms of IPV, then the legitimacy of 
using CCT, societal norms, and institutional barriers as a 

general explanation for economic abuse becomes question-
able. Unfortunately, few studies investigate the victimization 
of members of other demographics. Those that do are limited 
in that their participants are solely victims of other forms of 
IPV, they use secondary data from research focused on other 
issues, and they severely limit exploration into different eco-
nomically abusive behaviors.2

This research departs from using CCT to explain eco-
nomic abuse, and instead builds on the growing understand-
ing that IPV is not a gendered phenomenon. Instead of 
measuring the prevalence of economically abusive behaviors 
among female victims of other forms of IPV, we measure its 
prevalence across all demographics.

Methodology and Data

We interviewed 300 adults by telephone during the months 
of May and June 2020. Our institutional research ethics 
board approved the survey, the manner of conducting it, and 
the resources provided to participants. Research on the prev-
alence of economic abuse has focused on the use of survey 
questions with Likert-type answers. The questions used have 
been refined over time, with the Revised Scale of Economic 
Abuse being one of the most recent iterations (see Postmus 
et al., 2016 for details on the survey’s reliability and valid-
ity). Collecting data by survey through live telephone inter-
views is a common methodology for studying the prevalence 
of other forms of IPV,3 as it is effective at obtaining responses 
from a broad, random sample.

Our intent was to collect data on the prevalence of eco-
nomic abuse among the adult population as a whole rather 
than focus on a particular demographic. We conducted the 
study in Alberta. We had two reasons for this choice. The 
first is practical—results from Alberta will assist us in pro-
moting legal reforms in that jurisdiction. The second is that 
Alberta has demographic features that make a sample from 
this province important for the issues at hand. Alberta is 
highly diverse, composed of two large cities (each with pop-
ulation greater than 1 million), several small to mid-sized cit-
ies, and rural areas of diverse geography. The province has a 
broad education and income range. Alberta has the second 
highest population growth of the Canadian provinces, with 
international migration being the largest contributor to that 
growth. This creates the potential for a diverse sample of par-
ticipants from different backgrounds and lifestyles.

We obtained a sample of telephone numbers from across 
Alberta, composed of approximately 50% cell phone num-
bers and 50% landline numbers, in accordance with statistics 
on the proportion of Albertans who only have a cell phone. 
Telephone numbers were called at random from this sample, 
with regional quotas for the City of Calgary, the City of 
Edmonton, Southern Alberta, Central Alberta, and Northern 
Alberta.

We screened potential participants so that only those at 
least 18 years old who had been in a relationship with an 
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intimate partner that lasted at least 6 months could participate 
(for the remainder of this paper, we define an “Adult” as an 
individual who meets these criteria). Potential participants 
were told that the information they provided would be used 
to help determine the prevalence of different behaviors 
regarding the management and use of finances between inti-
mate partners in Alberta. The interviewer explained that the 
potential participant would be asked questions about their 
relationship with their partner, relevant to finances, and that 
some of the questions are sensitive and may make them 
uncomfortable. To minimize the potential for bias, potential 
participants were not told the survey would have anything to 
do with IPV or abuse. Participants orally provided consent.

Participants were read 11 behaviors from the Revised 
Scale of Economic Abuse,4 and asked to rate how often any 
of their partners exhibited each stated behavior on a scale of 
1 (none of my partners ever exhibited this behavior) to 5 (I 
had at least one partner exhibit this behavior very often) (see 
Table 1 for the survey). We also asked demographic ques-
tions to determine participants’ sex, sexuality, ethnicity, and 
annual household income.

From the 300 participants, we reduced the sample to 270 
Adults. We removed 30 participants for not completing all the 
survey questions regarding economically abusive behavior. If 
a participant did not answer a demographic question, we did 
not include the participant with any of the demographic groups 
available for that question (e.g., if the participant declined to 
tell ethnicity, that participant was not included with Caucasians 
or with Ethnic Minorities). We define a “Male” as someone 
who is biologically male and identifies with the male gender. 
We define a “Female” as someone who is biologically female 
and identifies with the female gender. We define someone as a 
“Sexual Minority” if that person identifies as transgender, has 
a gender identity different than their biological sex, or is in a 
homosexual relationship.

Table 2 provides a summary of the number of participants 
in each demographic. There were two more male participants 
than female participants. This matches Alberta’s demograph-
ics well, as the 2016 Statistics Canada Census found slightly 
more men than women in the province (50.1% vs. 49.9%). In 
the sample, 93.0% are Caucasian and only 7.0% are from an 
ethnic minority. This is a slight over-representation of 
Caucasians, as approximately 89% of Albertans have a 
Caucasian ethnic origin. The sample over-represents people 
in the $75,000—$100,000 household income range (18.9% 
of the sample vs. 14.4% of Alberta households) while under-
representing people in the less than $30,000 income range 
(7.4% of the sample vs. 11.6% of Alberta households). As 
intended, a large majority of the participants are from 
Alberta’s two major cities, Calgary and Edmonton. Just over 
4% of the sample identifies as a sexual minority. The 2016 
Census does not have comparable data on sexual minorities 
for Alberta as a whole.

Table 3 provides the mean score for each abusive behavior. 
Of the sample, 56.30% reported experiencing economically 

abusive behavior (i.e., reporting at least a two in at least one 
behavior). But, because economic abuse is regarded as a pat-
tern of abusive behavior, and because some of the identified 
behaviors could represent carelessness rather than an intent to 
abuse, we defined a participant as a victim of economic abuse 
if that person scored at least a three in at least one abusive 
behavior (i.e., experienced that abusive behavior with regu-
larity) or scored at least a two in at least four abusive behav-
iors (i.e., experienced several abusive behaviors). We defined 
a participant as a victim of moderate economic abuse if that 
person scored at least a four in at least one abusive behavior 
or scored at least a three in at least four abusive behaviors.5 
Finally, we defined a participant as a victim of severe eco-
nomic abuse if that person scored a five in at least one abusive 
behavior or scored at least a four in at least four abusive 
behaviors.

We isolated victimization in each subtype of economic 
abuse by calculating each participant’s average score for the 
behaviors associated with each subtype. We identified par-
ticipants with average scores of at least two in a given sub-
type and those with an average score of at least three.

Results

We used univariate analysis to measure the prevalence of 
economic abuse and its subtypes among different demo-
graphics. We used regression analysis to estimate the effect 
of different demographic characteristics on the likelihood of 
experiencing economic abuse and each of its subtypes.

Table 4 provides 95% confidence intervals using a stan-
dard t-test for the incidence of victims of economic abuse, of 
moderate economic abuse, and of severe economic abuse 
(definitions are in the previous section) across all demo-
graphic variables. Table 5 provides the incidence of each 
subtype of economic abuse, again using 95% confidence 
intervals.

The results show that about 35% of participants have 
experienced economic abuse, while almost 17% have experi-
enced severe economic abuse. Based on mean scores, it 
appears to be more prevalent among females than males, and 
among ethnic minorities than among Caucasians. About 50% 
of those with household income less than $30,000 have 
experienced economic abuse. The other income ranges are 
roughly equivalent at between 31% and 36%. Edmonton and 
Central Alberta also seem to have a much higher incidence 
than other parts of the province.

Economic Control is the most prevalent subtype of 
economic abuse, with almost 19% of participants being 
victims. Using the more serious measure (average score 
greater than or equal to three), however, we find that 
Economic Exploitation is slightly more prevalent. Females 
have a higher incidence of each subtype than males; how-
ever, the difference in prevalence between Economic 
Control and Economic Exploitation is larger for males 
than for females.
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Comparing the demographics of those who have experi-
enced economic abuse with the demographics of the entire 
sample reveals interesting differences. While 3% of male par-
ticipants are in a homosexual relationship and 3% of female 
participants are in a homosexual relationship, 8.9% of female 
victims and only 2.5% of male victims are in such a relation-
ship. Further, a significantly larger proportion of female 

victims than male victims have income between $30,000 and 
$75,000 (34% of female victims vs. 15% of male victims). 
Conversely, a larger proportion of male victims than female 
victims have income less than $30,000 or greater than $75,000 
(85% vs. 66%). Thirty-three percent of female participants 
have income between $30,000 and $75,000, while 22% of 
male participants do.

Table 1. Survey.

Category Questions

Directions Participants were asked: “Rate how often any of your partners exhibited the 
following behaviors on a scale of 1 (none of my partners ever exhibited 
this behavior) to 5 (I had at least one partner exhibit this behavior very 
often).”

Economic control Make you ask for money
Demand to know how money was spent
Demand that you provide receipts and/or change when you spend money
Keep financial information from you
Make important financial decisions without talking to you first

Employment sabotage Threaten to make you leave work
Demand that you quit your job
Do things to keep you from going to your job

Economic exploitation Spend the money you need for rent or other bills
Pay bills late or not pay bills that were in your name or both of your names
Build up debt under your name by doing things like use a credit card in your 

name or run up the phone bill
Demographic What is your biological sex?

 a. Male
 b. Female
What gender do you identify with?
 a. Male
 b. Female
 c. Transgender
 d. Other
What is your partner’s biological sex?
 a. Male
 b. Female
What gender does your partner identify with?
 a. Male
 b. Female
 c. Transgender
 d. Other
What is your ethnicity*?
 a. White/Caucasian
 b. Black
 c. Brown
 d. Aboriginal
 e. Asian
 f. Other
What is your approximate annual household income?
 a. Less than $30,000
 b. $30,000–$50,000
 c. $50,000–$75,000
 d. $75,000–$100,000
 e. Greater than $100,000

*We did not define these choices for participants, but rather let them identify which answer they chose to identify as. Nor did we make a distinction 
between race and ethnicity. Participants were permitted to give only one answer. We chose this list to make the coverage as broad as possible while 
allowing participants to express their own views about themselves.
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For our regression analysis, we used the following depen-
dent variables:

(a)  Whether a participant has experienced economic 
abuse

(b)  Whether a participant has experienced moderate 
economic abuse

(c)  Whether a participant has experienced severe eco-
nomic abuse

(d)  Whether a participant has an average score ≥2 in 
Economic Control

(e)  Whether a participant has an average score ≥3 in 
Economic Control

(f)  Whether a participant has an average score ≥2 in 
Employment Sabotage

(g)  Whether a participant has an average score ≥3 in 
Employment Sabotage

(h)  Whether a participant has an average score ≥2 in 
Economic Exploitation

(i)  Whether a participant has an average score ≥3 in 
Economic Exploitation

We created dummy variables for each of these dependent 
variables, with a participant scoring “1” if the condition is 
satisfied and “0” otherwise. We can thus use Probit analysis 
to determine the significance and direction of the impact of 
each demographic variable on these outcomes.

The explanatory variables in each regression are:6

EDM, a dummy variable for whether the participant 
resides in Edmonton
SOUTH, a dummy variable for whether the participant 
resides in Southern Alberta

Table 2. Number of Participants by Demographic.

Demographic Number Percentage of sample

Male 134 49.6
Female 132 48.9
Caucasian 251 93.0
Ethnic minority 19 7.0
Income < $30,000 20 7.4
Income $30,000–$50,000 33 12.2
Income $50,000–$75,000 41 15.2
Income $75,000–$100,000 51 18.9
Income > $100,000 123 45.6
Calgary 86 31.9
Edmonton 93 34.4
Southern Alberta 28 10.4
Central Alberta 30 11.1
Northern Alberta 33 12.2
Sexual minority 12 4.4

Table 3. Mean Score (M) and Standard Deviation (SD) for Each Economically Abusive Behavior.

Question M (SD)

Economic Control  
 Make you ask for money 1.300 (0.8766)
 Demand to know how money was spent 1.530 (1.044)
 Demand that you provide receipts and/or change when you spend money 1.244 (0.8268)
 Keep financial information from you 1.641 (1.223)
 Make important financial decisions without talking to you first 1.719 (1.265)
Employment Sabotage  
 Threaten to make you leave work 1.104 (0.5284)
 Demand that you quit your job 1.126 (0.6089)
 Do things to keep you from going to your job 1.141 (0.5610)
Economic Exploitation  
 Spend the money you need for rent or other bills 1.359 (0.9566)
 Pay bills late or not pay bills that were in your name or both of your names 1.407 (0.9586)
 Build up debt under your name 1.356 (1.024)
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CENT, a dummy variable for whether the participant 
resides in Central Alberta
NORTH, a dummy variable for whether the participant 
resides in Northern Alberta
FEM, a dummy variable for whether the participant is 
Female
EMIN, a dummy variable for whether the participant is an 
ethnic minority
SMIN, a dummy variable for whether the participant is a 
Sexual Minority
30–50, a dummy variable for whether the participant’s 
household income is between $30,000 and $50,000

50–75, a dummy variable for whether the participant’s 
household income is between $50,000 and $75,000
75–100, a dummy variable for whether the participant’s 
household income is between $75,000 and $100,000
>100, a dummy variable for whether the participant’s 
household income is greater than $100,000

Each regression also used a constant. The results, including the 
standard errors for each coefficient, are reported in Table 6.7

It is immediately apparent that sex is not a significant 
explanator of experiencing economic abuse in general. 
However, being female is slightly significant in increasing 

Table 4. Prevalence of Economic Abuse (EA), Moderate Economic Abuse (MA), and Severe Economic Abuse (SA).

Group % Experienced EA % Experienced MA % Experienced SA

Full sample 35.56 ± 5.75 22.59 ± 5.02 16.67 ± 4.47
Male 29.85 ± 7.85 20.15 ± 6.88 12.69 ± 5.71
Female 39.39 ± 8.45 25.00 ± 7.48 20.45 ± 6.97
Caucasian 34.26 ± 5.91 22.31 ± 5.19 16.33 ± 4.60
Ethnic minority 52.63 ± 24.73 26.32 ± 21.81 21.05 ± 20.19
Income < $30,000 50.00 ± 24.01 30.00 ± 22.00 20.00 ± 19.21
Income $30,000–$50,000 33.33 ± 16.97 27.27 ± 16.04 18.18 ± 13.89
Income $50,000–$75,000 34.15 ± 15.15 26.83 ± 14.16 19.51 ± 12.66
Income $75,000$100,000 31.37 ± 13.18 17.65 ± 10.83 15.69 ± 10.33
Income > $100,000 35.77 ± 8.59 21.14 ± 7.32 15.45 ± 6.48
Living in Calgary 25.58 ± 9.41 13.95 ± 7.47 6.98 ± 5.49
Living in Edmonton 40.86 ± 10.18 25.81 ± 9.06 21.51 ± 8.51
Living in Southern Alberta 32.14 ± 18.44 14.29 ± 13.82 14.29 ± 13.82
Living in Central Alberta 50.00 ± 18.99 40.00 ± 18.61 30.00 ± 17.40
Living in Northern Alberta 36.36 ± 17.32 27.27 ± 16.04 18.18 ± 13.89
Sexual minority 50.00 ± 33.18 25.00 ± 28.74 16.67 ± 24.73

Table 5. Prevalence of the Subtypes of Economic Abuse.

Group

% with 
average score 
in economic 
control ≥ 2

% with 
average score 
in economic 
control ≥ 3

% with average 
score in 

employment 
sabotage ≥ 2

% with average 
score in 

employment 
sabotage ≥ 3

% with 
average score 
in economic 

exploitation ≥ 2

% with 
average score 
in economic 

exploitation ≥ 3

Sample 18.89 ± 4.70 7.41 ± 3.14 5.19 ± 2.66 1.85 ± 1.62 14.07 ± 4.17 8.52 ± 3.35
Male 16.42 ± 6.35 3.73 ± 3.25 3.73 ± 3.25 0 9.70 ± 5.08 5.97 ± 4.06
Female 21.21 ± 7.07 11.36 ± 5.49 6.82 ± 4.36 3.79 ± 3.30 18.18 ± 6.67 10.61 ± 5.32
Caucasian 18.73 ± 4.86 7.97 ± 3.37 5.18 ± 2.76 1.99 ± 1.74 14.34 ± 4.37 8.37 ± 3.45
Ethnic minority 21.05 ± 20.19 0 5.26 ± 11.06 0 10.53 ± 15.20 10.53 ± 15.20
Income < $30,000 30.00 ± 22.00 20.00 ± 19.21 10.00 ± 14.41 0 25.00 ± 20.79 10.00 ± 14.41
Income $30,000–$50,000 18.18 ± 13.89 6.06 ± 8.59 3.03 ± 6.17 3.03 ± 6.17 9.09 ± 10.35 6.06 ± 8.59
Income $50,000–$75,000 19.51 ± 12.66 9.76 ± 9.48 9.76 ± 9.48 4.88 ± 6.88 19.51 ± 12.66 14.63 ± 11.29
Income $75,000–$100,000 17.65 ± 10.83 3.92 ± 5.51 3.92 ± 5.51 1.96 ± 3.94 7.84 ± 7.64 1.96 ± 3.94
Income > $100,000 17.89 ± 6.87 6.50 ± 4.42 4.07 ± 3.54 0.81 ± 1.61 14.63 ± 6.33 9.76 ± 5.32
Living in Calgary 13.95 ± 7.47 2.33 ± 3.25 2.33 ± 3.25 1.16 ± 2.31 6.98 ± 5.49 3.49 ± 3.96
Living in Edmonton 17.20 ± 7.82 8.60 ± 5.81 6.45 ± 5.09 2.15 ± 3.00 21.51 ± 8.51 13.98 ± 7.18
Living in Southern Alberta 21.43 ± 16.20 3.57 ± 7.33 0 0 7.14 ± 10.17 3.57 ± 7.33
Living in Central Alberta 26.67 ± 16.79 16.67 ± 14.15 13.33 ± 12.91 6.67 ± 9.47 20.00 ± 15.19 13.33 ± 12.91
Living in Northern Alberta 27.27 ± 16.04 12.12 ± 11.75 6.06 ± 8.59 0 12.12 ± 11.75 6.06 ± 8.59
Sexual minority 25.00 ± 28.74 8.33 ± 18.34 8.33 ± 18.34 8.33 ± 18.34 16.67 ± 24.73 16.67 ± 24.73
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the likelihood of significant economic control and of eco-
nomic exploitation. Being a sexual minority or an ethnic 
minority is insignificant on all measures of economic abuse. 
Income is significant only for significant economic control 
and for economic exploitation—those with income between 
$30,000 and $50,000 or $75,000 and greater are less likely to 
experience significant economic control, and those with 
income between $75,000 and $100,000 are less likely to 
experience economic exploitation. Residing in Edmonton or 
Central Alberta has a significant positive impact on almost 
every measure of economic abuse and its subtypes. Residing 
in Northern Alberta is slightly significant for moderate and 
severe economic abuse and for economic control.

Discussion

Each subtype of economic abuse has a different incidence, 
and the significance and impact of the explanatory variables 
differ for each. This result supports the findings in previous 
studies that Economic Control, Employment Sabotage, and 
Economic Exploitation are distinct subtypes of economic 
abuse (Postmus et al., 2016). As in Postmus et al. (2012), we 
also find that ethnicity is an insignificant explanatory vari-
able for the occurrence of economic abuse.

Our primary interest is in whether economic abuse is a 
gendered issue. CCT is a leading theory explaining the use of 
economic abuse by male abusers of females. If economic 
abuse is prevalent in other demographics, then further theory 
is needed to explain its incidence.

Whether or not a person is a Sexual Minority has no sig-
nificant impact on the likelihood of being a victim of eco-
nomic abuse. This suggests economic abuse is not a 
heterosexual phenomenon. However, it must be recognized 
that this study had a small number of Sexual Minority par-
ticipants. Further research is needed, preferably focused on 
these groups. It will be particularly important to consider dif-
ferences between female homosexuals and male homosexu-
als. The percentage of male victims who are homosexual is 
similar to the percentage of male participants. However, the 
percentage of female victims who are homosexual is much 
higher than the percentage of female participants who are 
homosexual (8.9% vs. 3.0%). This suggests that homosexual 
females may be more at risk of experiencing economic 
abuse.

We find that economic abuse is a much broader problem 
than male victimization and control of females. The likeli-
hood of being a victim of economic abuse is affected by 
where a person resides, but not by a person’s sex, ethnicity, 
or income. These findings confirm that economic abuse is a 
significant problem for every demographic, not just women, 
nor ethnic minorities, nor low-income individuals. Economic 
abuse, as a general phenomenon, is not a gendered issue.

Similarly, the likelihood of being a victim of Economic 
Control (i.e., having an average score of at least two in expe-
riencing these behaviors) is unaffected by all demographic 

variables (except for those living in Northern Alberta, which 
is mildly significant). This supports the conclusion that the 
incidence of Economic Control is not restricted to women. 
However, the likelihood of being a victim of significant 
Economic Control (i.e., having an average score of at least 
three in experiencing these behaviors) is higher if one is 
female or has an income less than $30,000. Given that 
research in IPV suggests low-income women are at higher 
risk for experiencing IPV (Adams et al., 2020; Thompson 
et al., 2006), this may mean Economic Control is a more sig-
nificant problem for victims of other forms of IPV than for 
the rest of the population. This finding lends support to using 
CCT to explain Economic Control within relationships char-
acterized by male abuse of female partners.

The likelihood of being a victim of Economic Exploitation 
is higher if one lives in Edmonton or Central Alberta; is 
female; or has an income less than $75,000, or greater than 
$100,000. The impact of different income ranges is contrary 
to assumptions about the relationship between income and 
economic abuse in previous research (i.e., that it is a particu-
lar problem for lower incomes). Previous research has pro-
posed that those with higher income have greater financial 
stability and more access to education, making them less 
vulnerable to economic abuse (Postmus et al., 2012; 
Weissman, 2020). Stability and education increase capacity 
to leave an abusive relationship. Our results suggest 
Economic Exploitation is sensitive to sex, location, and 
income in a manner that cannot be explained by a correla-
tion to other forms of IPV alone or to financial stability. We 
may need to consider that Economic Exploitation is not only 
about control; it may be that higher income means there are 
more economic resources to exploit.

The significance of where one resides on the likelihood of 
experiencing economic abuse, its different subtypes, and its 
severity was a surprising result. We lack sufficient informa-
tion to explain why locality would be so important. This 
problem is compounded by a lack of data on whether the 
abuse occurred in the participant’s locality or whether the 
victim moved there after the abuse. It does not appear to be 
due to a correlation with income. Edmonton has a lower pro-
portion of participants in the $30,000–$50,000 income range 
and a higher proportion of participants in the $75,000–
$100,000 income range. Central Alberta has a higher propor-
tion of participants in the $30,000–$50,000 income range 
and a lower proportion of participants in the greater than 
$100,000 income range.

We speculate place of residence may be significant 
because of factors such as different educational demograph-
ics and different employment opportunities. According to the 
2016 Census, Edmonton has lower income than Calgary 
($113,082 median income in Edmonton vs. $117,385 median 
income in Calgary). Calgary’s population is slightly more 
educated (60.4% of Calgarians have a postsecondary certifi-
cate, diploma or degree compared to 56.5% of Edmontonians). 
Though Sales and Service Occupations is the largest 
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category of occupation in both cities, Business, Finance, and 
Administration Occupations is the second largest in Calgary 
whereas Trades, Transport and Equipment Operators and 
Related Occupations is the second largest in Edmonton 
(Statistics Canada, 2017). These differences in demograph-
ics should be investigated to explain the difference in likeli-
hood of experiencing economic abuse.

In summary, the results indicate that economic abuse is 
not targeted predominately against women. It is a broader 
problem than previous studies have allowed for. Given its 
extremely high incidence against female victims of other 
forms of IPV, and the evidence in this study that other demo-
graphics are also at significant risk, economic abuse is much 
more widespread than current research has considered. The 
implication is that IPV as a whole is more common than cur-
rently believed. Research into the motivations for and causes 
of economic abuse needs to expand to consider situations 
other than male control of women in abusive heterosexual 
relationships. In particular, the demographic variability in 
explaining the three subtypes of economic abuse suggests 
that each subtype deserves independent study, as each may 
have different motivations and underlying causes. 
Additionally, social programs developed to assist survivors 
of economic abuse need to address the unique needs of vic-
tims of different genders.

We emphasize that this does not detract from the signifi-
cance of the abuse perpetrated mainly against women or the 
need for continued action to address the marginalization of 
and discrimination against women and minorities. Women, 
especially racial minorities and those of low-income, are par-
ticularly disadvantaged (Christy & Valandra, 2017; Postmus 
et al., 2012; Weissman, 2020). We must continue to empha-
size these groups in discussions of all forms of IPV, even if 
they do not represent the entire victim demographic. Instead, 
this analysis finds that economic abuse is a universal phe-
nomenon rather than a gendered issue, while still recogniz-
ing the additional disadvantage of certain demographics in 
other respects. Examples of additional disadvantages are not 
limited to but include poverty, discrimination, marginaliza-
tion and limited educational and employment opportunities.

Qualitative studies are particularly important for follow 
up. Such studies involving female victims of IPV have 
revealed reasons for this type of abuse and its place in rela-
tionship dynamics. Detailed understanding of the experi-
ences of victims in other demographics will similarly assist 
in building a theory as to the cause and impact of economic 
abuse. These findings will be vital for building support 
programs.

Several limitations must be considered regarding this 
study. Firstly, insufficient data was collected for Sexual 
Minorities and Ethnic Minorities and focused research 
should be conducted for such groups. Secondly, the inci-
dence of economic abuse is higher among women in the 
sample than among men. Though statistically insignificant in 
this sample, this difference may be significant in a larger 

sample size. Further research with a larger sample, and ide-
ally national in scope, may provide further insight into the 
impact of an individual’s sex and will assist in explaining the 
importance of location on occurrences of economic abuse. In 
this study, the demographic characteristics of the participants 
does not fully align with those of Alberta’s population as a 
whole. A broader study should include further sample restric-
tions to ensure a more representative sample. Thirdly, a 
higher number of participants from racial minorities would 
enable further exploration into all characteristics of diversity, 
especially the issue of prevalence among Indigenous 
populations.

A key limitation in this study is that it did not also ask 
questions about other forms of IPV. This limits the ability to 
draw inferences about the correlation between economic 
abuse and other forms of IPV. While we can conclude that 
female victims of male abuse are not the only victims of eco-
nomic abuse, we cannot make any certain conclusions about 
the extent to which economic abuse occurs apart from other 
forms of IPV. The national study should be expanded to 
include questions that will enable testing such correlations.

Conducting the survey by telephone interview is a final 
limitation that should be considered. We have no data on 
whether the pool of Alberta telephone numbers is a represen-
tative sample of Alberta as a whole. There is likely bias in 
this pool from which the sample for this study was drawn. If 
an abuser is willing to restrict a partner’s access to and use of 
economic resources, that abuser may also be willing to 
restrict access to and use of a telephone. It is possible, then, 
that our results understate the prevalence of economic abuse.

Conclusion

We conclude that economic abuse is a broader phenomenon 
than male control of females in abusive heterosexual rela-
tionships. Research into its use to trap female victims needs 
to continue and strategies are needed to resolve it. However, 
a new line of research is needed to understand and explain 
the broader incidence of economic abuse. It is a significant 
problem across all demographics.

These findings are important because, though research 
indicates male and female victims of domestic abuse have 
similar experiences (George & Yarwood, 2004), they have 
very different needs when seeking help. Different treatment 
programs are needed for those of different genders (Josolyne, 
2011). Understanding the prevalence of different economi-
cally abusive behaviors in different demographics can help 
in structuring those programs.

More research is needed to identify patterns of economic 
abuse to use in developing a general theory of its motivations. 
This study lacked sufficient data for sexual minorities and eth-
nic minorities, and more demographic information is needed 
to determine why place of residence is so significant a factor. 
We can identify, however, that each subtype of economic 
abuse displays different patterns of incidence, suggesting that 
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each may have different motivations. Understanding would 
likely benefit from focused research on each subtype.

Our findings imply support to using CCT to explain eco-
nomic abuse in heterosexual relationships experiencing other 
forms of male violence against females. However, more 
research is needed to develop theory explaining the motiva-
tions for economic abuse in other relationships. Economic 
abuse devastates the lives of both male and female victims 
from all demographics. Though the consequences of eco-
nomic abuse are likely greater for low-income individuals 
and others, such as women, for whom institutional barriers 
create financial instability, it is a widespread issue that affects 
victims of all income levels, ethnicities, and sexes.

Therefore, we do not recommend that all study of eco-
nomic abuse should be detached from other forms of IPV nor 
from its impact on women. The use of economic abuse by 
males to perpetrate other forms of IPV against women is an 
important line of study, and this research should continue. 
We do propose, however, that the significance of economic 
abuse outside of that context needs to be addressed. The 
results suggest significant economic abuse is perpetrated 
against men and other groups traditionally thought not to be 
vulnerable to abuse. Further research is needed to develop 
theories explaining each subtype of economic abuse, whether 
there are differences in motivation when women are the 
abusers as opposed to men, and reasons why certain locali-
ties have a higher incidence than others. Theories are central 
to understanding and subsequently addressing economic 
abuse on a broader scale, to discontinue the cycle of abuse.

Finally, as economic abuse continues to entangle its vic-
tims in unsafe circumstances and threatens their financial 
security, action must be taken to address this problem. This 
study’s victim data enables us to view economic abuse as a 
significant and broad-based issue that necessitates action. 
We should begin immediately by raising awareness of the 
specific wrongful behaviors included in economic abuse and 
its incidence independently of other forms of IPV. Once we 
acquire sufficient understanding of the nature of economic 
abuse, not only in relation to IPV perpetrated against women 
but also outside that context, we can implement strategies to 
reduce its incidence and lessen its impact. These strategies 
will likely include social programs, legal reform, and altered 
credit reporting.

There is a recognized need for more financial education for 
youth. In a report to Alberta’s Minister of Education, an advi-
sory panel recommended enhancing students’ learning of life 
skills by teaching financial literacy (Government of Alberta 
Curriculum Advisory Panel, 2019). This could be a key 
method of raising awareness of economic abuse and prevent-
ing it—by teaching proper financial behaviors as an individual 
and in a relationship, and how to identify abusive behaviors.

As recommended in research of male victims of IPV, there 
need to be economic abuse support programs targeting victims 
of each gender, and training provided for identifying such 
abuse in every demographic (Josolyne, 2011; Wright, 2016). 

As with other forms of IPV, these support programs should be 
designed to raise awareness, educate people on how to prevent 
economic abuse, and provide assistance in leaving abusive 
relationships. Such programs will need government funding, 
but will have the advantage of reducing the social cost (includ-
ing financial cost) of IPV (Voth Schrag et al., 2019).
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Notes

1. Several studies have proposed different definitions of eco-
nomic abuse, and some use the term “financial abuse.” We use 
the term “economic abuse” and adopt the above definition to 
capture a sufficiently broad range of behaviors and to empha-
size that it involves all economic resources, not just financial 
resources.

2. Merrill and Wolfe (2000) study only males who were IPV vic-
tims and consider a restricted set of abusive behaviors; insight 
into economic abuse in Harned (2001) is incidental to the 
broader study of psychological abuse; Romans et al. (2007) 
and Outlaw (2009) only had data on participants’ knowledge 
of and access to family income; and Poole and Rietschlin 
(2012) and Zamorski and Wiens-Kinkaid (2013) only had data 
on participants’ experience of having possessions damaged or 
destroyed and their knowledge of and access to family income.

3. See, for example, Zink et al. (2005), Bonomi et al. (2006), 
Thompson et al. (2006), Goldberg and Meyer (2013), Burge 
et al. (2016), and Kothari et al. (2016). 

4. We excluded the behavior, “Beat you up if you said you 
needed to go to work” in order to completely distinguish this 
study from any link to other forms of IPV.

5. We found that, in our sample, everyone who scored at least a 
three in at least four abusive behaviors also scored at least a 
four in at least one abusive behavior.

6. The “base person” for each regression is, therefore, a Caucasian 
Male (defined as a person who is biologically male and who 
identifies as male) residing in Calgary with household income 
less than $30,000.

7. We excluded the results involving Employment Sabotage 
because none of the explanatory variables were significant in 
either regression.
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