


UNDERSTANDING 
AND RESPONDING TO 

ECONOMIC ABUSE



FEMINIST DEVELOPMENTS IN 
VIOLENCE AND ABUSE
Series Editors: Dr Hannah Bows, Durham University (UK) 
and Professor Nicole Westmarland, Durham University (UK)

Feminist Developments in Violence and Abuse provides a 
feminist forum for academic work that pushes forward exist-
ing knowledge around violence and abuse, informing policy 
and practice, with the overarching objective of contributing 
towards ending violence and abuse within our society. The 
series enables academics, practitioners, policymakers and 
professionals to continually build and explore their under-
standing of the dynamics, from the micro- to the macro-level, 
that are driving violence and abuse. The study of abuse and 
violence has a large scope for co-producing research, and 
this series is a home for research involving a broad range 
of stakeholders; particularly those working in grassroots 
domestic and sexual violence organisations, police, prosecu-
tors, lawyers, campaign groups, housing and victim services. 
As violence and abuse research reaches across disciplinary 
boundaries, the series has an interdisciplinary scope with 
research impact at the heart.

Available Volumes

Victims’ Experiences of the Criminal Justice Response to 
Domestic Abuse: Beyond GlassWalls
Emma Forbes

Understanding and Responding to Economic Abuse
Nicola Sharp-Jeffs



Forthcoming Volumes

Rape Myths: Causes, Effects, and Societal Contexts
Sofia Persson and Katie Dhingra

Not Your Usual Suspect: Older Offenders of Violence and 
Abuse
Hannah Bows

Gendered Justice? How Women’s Attempts to Cope With, 
Survive, or Escape Domestic Abuse Can Drive Them into 
Crime
Jo Roberts

‘Rough Sex’ and the Criminal Law: Global Perspectives
Hannah Bows and Jonathan Herring



This page intentionally left blank



UNDERSTANDING 
AND RESPONDING TO 

ECONOMIC ABUSE

BY

NICOLA SHARP-JEFFS
Surviving Economic Abuse (SEA), UK
London Metropoli tan Universi ty, UK

United Kingdom – North America – Japan – India 
Malaysia – China



Emerald Publishing Limited
Howard House, Wagon Lane, Bingley BD16 1WA, UK

First edition 2022

Copyright © 2022 Nicola Sharp-Jeffs. Published under exclusive 
licence by Emerald Publishing Limited.

Reprints and permissions service
Contact: permissions@emeraldinsight.com

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system, transmitted in any form or by any means electronic, 
mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise without 
either the prior written permission of the publisher or a licence 
permitting restricted copying issued in the UK by The Copyright 
Licensing Agency and in the USA by The Copyright Clearance 
Center. No responsibility is accepted for the accuracy of 
information contained in the text, illustrations or advertisements. 
The opinions expressed in these chapters are not necessarily 
those of the Author or the publisher.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British 
Library

ISBN: 978-1-80117-421-3 (Print)
ISBN: 978-1-80117-418-3 (Online)
ISBN: 978-1-80117-420-6 (Epub)



This book is dedicated to victim-survivors of economic 
abuse. Thank you for trusting me and sharing your experi-
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The combined term victim-survivor is used to acknowledge 
that anyone who is experiencing abuse is already surviving 
what they are in. The term ‘victim’ can be useful and even 
empowering when someone is trying to access justice, for 
example, in court. Some people feel the term ‘victim’ vali-
dates their experience and reassures them that the perpe-
trator’s actions were not their fault. However, other people 
dislike the term ‘victim’ because they feel it is disempowering 
or makes them appear vulnerable. For this reason, when the 
term ‘victim-survivor’ cannot be used, the term ‘survivor’ is 
used over ‘victim’.
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FOREWORD

Writing a foreword is always a pleasure because the invitation 
tends to be based on a connection you have with the author 
and/or the subject, in this case it is both. I have accompanied 
Nicola as she has developed her knowledge and expertise on 
economic abuse through shared projects initially and more 
recently as a supporter of the work of Surviving Economic 
Abuse, the charity she founded in 2017. This book is a dis-
tillation of all she has learnt and how that learning can be 
used in policy and practice to enable survivors to establish 
economic security as they rebuild their lives.

As I read the introduction, the word ‘rediscovery’ led me 
to reflect on how women’s economic dependence has been a 
core theme in the history of most women’s movements. At 
the turn of the nineteenth century, feminists in many places 
were writing and campaigning on these issues – they under-
stood that without paid employment or access to financial 
resources women would remain dependent on their fathers 
and/or husbands, it was part, alongside suffrage and other 
issues, of what locked them in the position of second class 
citizens. The early campaigns for family allowance (later 
to become child benefit) were rooted in a recognition that 
women did not have control over household finances and to 
pay this to mothers made it more likely that it would indeed 
benefit children. Throughout the twentieth century, women’s 
economic independence was also folded into campaigns on 
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divorce, inheritance, access to education and to the profes-
sions. Equal pay, equal education and employment and the 
right to financial and legal independence were three of the 
seven demands of the UK Women’s Liberation Movement in 
the 1970s. This issue has, therefore, been at the heart of work 
on women’s equality for a very long time.

The connection with intimate partner violence has also 
been evident for more than a century. Linda Gordon, in her 
classic Heroes of Their Own Lives, examines the records of a 
social work agency in Boston, USA, from 1880 to 1960. She 
documents the gendered conflicts over household income that 
often sparked men’s violence – men saw their wages as theirs, 
and that they had a right to spend it on themselves and their 
public lives, women contended that feeding and clothing chil-
dren should have a prior claim. These connections were also 
made in the 1980s in the Power and Control wheel, one spoke 
of which names economic abuse alongside another termed 
male privilege.

Legacies of these longstanding gendered norms and prac-
tices remain, but perhaps have become hidden in plain sight 
which might be part of the explanation as to why it has taken 
until the last decade for economic abuse to be explicitly rec-
ognised in English speaking research, law, policy and practice. 
This book not only documents this process but also seeks to 
clarify language and definitions, to make the multiple layers of 
economic abuse within coercive control visible. Naming has 
always had a key role in work on violence against women and 
girls as the words we use seek to better reflect and encompass 
experiential realities. One tension that is carefully explored in 
these pages is the conflation of intimate partner violence and 
family violence in recent government policy. Whilst extending 
protections this has been at the expense of clarity and an evi-
dence base – what we know, including about economic abuse, 
is predominantly from research and practice on partnership 
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relationships and the patriarchal legacies embedded within 
them. This book makes clear that there is more work to be 
done exploring the reach of economic abuse into other famil-
ial settings and relationships.

Another concept which resonated for me was that of hier-
archies of harm, something my PhD research which became 
Surviving Sexual Violence also explored. Law tends to empha-
sise physical violence, prioritising it in terms of serious harm. 
But economic abuse challenges such simplistic formulations: 
it is the aspect of coercive control that most often contin-
ues or even increases post-separation and has the potential 
to undermine victim-survivors efforts to rebuild their lives. 
This is but another example of how we need to think not just 
about safety but also freedom when assessing the impacts of 
both domestic abuse and responses to it. The practice impli-
cations of addressing economic abuse have brought new 
partners and institutions into the coordinated community 
response and this book highlights some of the ways in which 
the finance sector can expand the space for action of victim-
survivors: the next challenge is how they might narrow that 
of perpetrators.

Professor Liz Kelly
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PREFACE

For many years, economic abuse has been an ‘invisible’ form 
of coercive and controlling behaviour. I would raise my hand 
during discussions about domestic abuse and ask, ‘but what 
about economic abuse?’. It was incomprehensible to me that, 
when economic abuse threaded through every conversation I 
had with victim-survivors, these experiences were not reflected 
within the research literature or policy and practice responses. 
It was this that led me to explore the different forms of eco-
nomic abuse and its impact on women and children experi-
encing domestic abuse within my MA dissertation in Woman 
and Child Abuse at the Child and Woman Abuse Studies Unit 
(CWASU), London Metropolitan University back in 2008. I 
set up a website (www.survivingeconomicabuse.org) and cre-
ated a Twitter account (@SEAresource) to share and add to 
the research literature and resources I’d collected.

In 2013, I embarked on a research career at CWASU 
and sought opportunities to continue building the evidence 
base. These included: exploring women’s economic space for 
action within a longitudinal piece of research on how women 
rebuild their lives after domestic abuse; a literature review 
on financial abuse for the charity Refuge in partnership with 
The Cooperative Bank; and the first piece of research on the 
prevalence of financial abuse. My Professional Doctorate 
(2011–2016) explored the economic safety of young people 
going missing within the context of forced marriage and child 
sexual exploitation.
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When I heard about the Churchill Fellowship from Claire 
Lilley and Carlene Firmin (fellow Professional Doctorate stu-
dents), I was excited by the prospect of witnessing first-hand 
the innovative practice and policy responses to economic 
abuse that I was aware of in the USA and Australia. Hav-
ing successfully applied to the scheme and undertaken my 
travels, I returned to the UK in late 2016 determined that 
women should have access to the same responses that I had 
witnessed. In early 2017, I wrote up my Fellowship report 
and made recommendations on how this learning could be 
applied in the UK context. I decided to be the change I want-
ed to see and so started the process of setting up the charity  
Surviving Economic Abuse (SEA).

By June 2017, SEA was registered with the Charity Com-
mission and had been awarded a grant from the Tampon Tax 
Fund administered by the Department for Digital, Culture, 
Media and Sport (DCMS). The charity’s founding Economic 
Justice Project was inspired by practice I had seen in the USA 
on responding to coerced debt.

During this time, I also discovered that the three-year Domes-
tic Abuse Money Education (DAME) Project set up by Women’s 
Aid in partnership with Money Advice Plus (MAP) in 2010 
had been continued by MAP. We embarked on a new partner-
ship (which is now twice award-winning) and were awarded 
a second Tampon Tax grant to continue to deliver a national 
casework service for victims of domestic abuse experiencing 
financial difficulty. Together we also provided training on eco-
nomic abuse to other money and debt advice services as well as 
domestic abuse and housing services around the country. With 
top-up money from the Home Office, the Domestic and Eco-
nomic Abuse Project (DEAP) expanded to provide a national 
support service to banks and building societies, and a resource 
and information function to develop ‘Tools to Support’ for pro-
fessionals and ‘Tools to Thrive’ for victim-survivors.
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Four years later, SEA has grown to a team of 20+ with a 
clear mission – to raise awareness of economic abuse and to 
transform responses to it. It would not have been possible to 
write this book four years ago, but the impact of our work 
and the support we have received for it means that much has 
changed.

SEA successfully called on the Westminster Government to 
both name and define economic abuse within the Domestic 
Abuse Act (2021). The charity went on to work with peers 
and academic Dr Cassandra Wiener to secure an amendment 
to the Serious Crime Act (2015), extending the controlling 
or coercive behaviour offence in an intimate or family rela-
tionship to apply post-separation. These legislative develop-
ments have, in turn, created a framework within which to  
respond.

Interest in economic abuse as a vulnerable customer issue 
has also grown during this time. In 2017, I was part of an 
advisory group to UK Finance which developed a Code of 
Practice, setting out principles that banks and building soci-
eties should adhere to when responding to financial abuse. 
Thirty UK Finance members are now signed up to the newly 
refreshed 2021 Financial Abuse Code.1

SEA held its inaugural ‘Banking on Change’ conference in 
December 2018, and we invited Norm Kalcovski of National 
Australia Bank (NAB) to share his pioneering work to address 
economic abuse. Having met Norm on my Fellowship travels 
I knew there was no-one better to make the case for change. 
I am particularly proud of the partnership SEA has gone on 
to establish with Lloyds Banking Group (LBG), helping them 
set up and train a specialist Domestic and Financial Abuse 
Team (DAFA), to which a member of the SEA team is now 
seconded.

Throughout this time, I have continued to undertake and 
publish research on economic abuse as an Emeritus Fellow at 
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CWASU, including a multi-country study with international 
academics. This reviewed and analysed the global literature 
on economic abuse to determine how it is defined and what 
measures are used to capture its prevalence and impact. Just 
46 peer-reviewed articles (with a full or partial quantitative 
focus) were identified, leading us to observe that this was 
‘considerably small in comparison to the number of articles 
that would likely be identified in a global review focussed on 
physical or sexual violence’ (Postmus, Hoge, Breckenridge, 
Sharp-Jeffs, & Chung, 2018, p. 277).

I remember Professor Liz Kelly, Director of Child and 
Woman Abuse Studies Unit (CWASU), telling me how, when 
she wrote Surviving Sexual Violence in 1988 there were very 
few books related to this issue on the library bookshelf. Today 
there are many. This book, therefore, reflects my own efforts 
to see economic abuse researched and recognised in the same 
way.

It is published at a time when economic abuse has never 
been so high within the public consciousness and on the polit-
ical agenda. Abusers used the conducive context created by 
Covid-19 to establish and/or extend their control over their 
current or former partners’ economic resources. The response 
to the pandemic also compounded existing economic ine-
qualities, as Covid-19 safety measures had a disproportion-
ate impact on women. Yet despite all the challenges that the 
pandemic created, it has also been a time where we have seen 
extraordinary innovation in responses to the issue. As Chap-
ter Five recognises, it is vital that we keep this momentum 
going.
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