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Introduction 
Research on the effects of Intimate Partner 
Violence (IPV) on the economic well-being of 
women demonstrates that IPV may affect 
women’s economic well-being in a multitude of 
ways. Perpetrators of IPV may directly interfere 
with or purposefully impede the economic well-
being of women. In its broadest 
conceptualizations, the set of behaviors designed 
to harm women’s economic well-being is called 
economic abuse (Weaver et al., 2009; Adams et 
al., 2008).  
 
Beyond the direct economic abuse that IPV 
victims suffer, IPV may create physical and 
psychological distress or dysfunction that 
interferes with their economic well-being (e.g., 
by reducing or disrupting stable employment). 
Additionally, disruption or dysfunction related to 
IPV and its aftermath can negatively affect 
women’s economic well-being (e.g., the costs of 
relationship dissolution, housing displacement, 
credit problems, increased child care costs, 
health and mental health care costs). The 
remainder of this issue brief explores the 
relationship between IPV and women’s economic 
well-being.  
 

 

Direct Interference with Economic 
Well-being 
It is well-documented in the research literature 
that IPV perpetrators may directly interfere with 
women’s employment by preventing them from 
working altogether, forcing them to miss work 
days, causing them to be late to work, or causing 
them to leave their jobs early. Studies focusing 
on welfare recipients conclude that IPV victims 

are much more likely than non-victims to have 
partners who do not want them to go to work. In 
one welfare study in Utah, 42% of IPV victims 
reported having been harassed at work by 
abusive partners, 36% said they had to stay 
home from work at some point because of IPV, 
and 29% said their partners’ objections to work 
served as a barrier to their employment (Barusch 
et al., 1999). In other studies, IPV perpetrators’ 
tactics included sabotaging their partners’ 
transportation, threatening them, physically 
restraining them from going to work, failing to 
provide promised child care, preventing them 
from getting enough sleep, and even hiding their 
work clothes (Riger et al., 2004; Brandwein & 
Filiano, 2000; Lloyd, 1997; Lloyd & Taluc, 1999; 
Moe & Bell, 2004; Raphael, 1996). IPV 
perpetrators’ interference extends to other 
activities that could lead to or improve their 
partners’ employment, including preventing 
them from participating in educational or 
employment training opportunities (Anderson et 
al., 2003; Shepard & Pence, 1988; Tolman, 1989). 
 

 

Welfare Receipt and Reliance 
Much of the research on IPV’s effects on women’s 
economic well-being began in the context of 
changes in welfare policy. The Personal 
Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996 
transformed welfare from an entitlement 
program that provided ongoing cash assistance 
to a temporary program that emphasizes joining 
the labor force. The possibility that victims of IPV 
might be disadvantaged by this change became 
the focus of advocacy and research. Concerns 
raised about this policy change included the 
possibility that it increased abused women’s 
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economic dependence on their abusive partners 
and gave them fewer options to leave the abuse. 
Abuse and its traumatic impact might limit 
women’s ability to comply with the PRWORA’s 
work or other requirements, thereby threatening 
women’s receipt of benefits and placing them 
and their families at great risk of material 
hardship.  
 
A number of studies have found that IPV is 
associated with a higher likelihood of welfare 
receipt (Tolman & Raphael, 2000), welfare 
reliance (Tolman, Danziger & Rosen, 2002), and 
cycling on and off welfare (Salomon, Bassuk & 
Brooks, 1996). More specifically, one study found 
that physical IPV increased the likelihood of 
receiving welfare for African-American and 
Latina women, but not for white women. On the 
other hand, psychological IPV has been linked to 
a higher likelihood of receiving welfare for white 
and Latina women, but not for African-Americans 
(Honeycutt, Marshall & Weston, 2001). Although 
IPV is not associated with remaining on welfare 
longer, victims of IPV are likely overrepresented 
in the welfare system. Therefore, the welfare 
system must be responsive to their needs by 
serving as a gateway for programs designed not 
just to provide needed short-term financial 
resources but also other services that can 
enhance women’s long-term economic well-
being.  
 

 

Employment 
One of the most studied aspects of the economic 
effects of IPV is its impact on women’s 
employment. Evidence of IPV’s impact on 
women’s employment varies, largely because 
findings are contingent on what populations are 
studied, what measures of employment are used, 
and how IPV is conceptualized and measured. 
For example, results vary depending on whether 
researchers measure past IPV, current IPV, or 
cumulative IPV over time and whether or not a 
measure of the severity of the IPV is available. 
Research findings also vary across the different 
forms of IPV; for example, the effects physical 
abuse has on employment may differ 

significantly from the effects of psychological 
abuse.  
 
The evidence on whether IPV causes 
unemployment is mixed. Overall, studies have 
not demonstrated that women experiencing IPV 
are less likely to have a job at a given point in 
time. Several studies have found no differences 
between welfare recipients who were 
experiencing IPV and those who were not in 
terms of their employment status, that is, 
whether they were currently employed or not 
(Lloyd & Taluc, 1997; Tolman & Rosen, 2001). 
One study with a sample drawn from a broader 
population of women in California (not just 
welfare recipients) found an association between 
IPV and unemployment. However, once the 
analysis controlled for women’s demographic 
characteristics such as race, education, and age, 
only psychological abuse was linked to 
unemployment (physical abuse was not) 
(Kimmerling et al., 2009).  
 
Nonetheless, when employment is measured in 
other ways rather than just employed vs. 
unemployed, a different picture of the 
relationship between employment and IPV 
emerges. For instance, employment can be 
measured as the number of hours a woman 
works in a given time period. A study of low-
income women found that women who 
experienced IPV were less likely to be employed 
for at least 30 hours a week for six months or 
more in the subsequent year (Browne et al., 
1999). In a prospective, longitudinal study of the 
impact of IPV on the employment of women 
receiving welfare, IPV significantly diminished 
the number of hours that women worked in a 
year (Tolman & Wang, 2005). Thus, although IPV 
may not affect whether women are employed or 
unemployed, it appears IPV is linked to the 
number of hours women work in a given period 
of time. 
 
The timing of IPV is important when examining 
its effect on employment and other economic 
outcomes. Overall, studies have shown that 
current or relatively recent abuse has a stronger 
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effect on employment outcomes than past 
exposure. For example, in two separate 
longitudinal studies of welfare recipients in two 
different states, recent rather than past IPV was 
associated with diminished employment (Riger 
et al., 2004; Tolman & Wang, 2005; Adams et al., 
in press). Using data collected from welfare 
recipients in Michigan, Adams et al. (in press) 
found IPV that had ended within a three-year 
period had a significant effect on job stability and 
economic well-being. In contrast, IPV that had 
occurred and ended further in the past did not 
have a significant impact. However, past IPV 
cannot be dismissed as a factor in the economic 
well-being of women. For example, chronic 
health problems due to past IPV could interfere 
with job performance or attendance.  
 
Income and work performance are two other 
ways in which IPV may affect employment. In 
terms of income, numerous studies document 
lower incomes for women experiencing IPV in 
community-wide samples of low-income women 
(Lloyd and Taluc, 1997), among welfare 
recipients (Meisel, Chandler and Rienzi, 2003), 
and among employees of large organizations 
(Reeves et al., 2007). IPV also appears to impact 
work performance. For example, an internet-
based study of three large organizations found 
that IPV was related to absenteeism (Reeves et 
al., 2007). However, only lifetime victimization 
rather than current victimization was associated 
with absenteeism. Current victims were more 
likely than non-victims to report being distracted 
at work. These findings are consistent with a 
number of other studies that describe the 
difficulties IPV poses for concentration at work 
and for work attendance (Brush, 2000; Swanberg 
& Logan, 2005; Swanberg, Logan & Macke, 2005; 
Wettersten et al., 2004).  
 

 

Material hardship 
IPV has been associated with a multitude of 
forms of material hardship. For instance, a 
number of studies link increased food 
insufficiency to IPV (Siefert et al., 2004; Tolman 
& Rosen, 2001). Victims of IPV may also have 

difficulty maintaining housing—victims of IPV 
report higher levels of doubling up with others in 
homes, eviction, home foreclosure, and 
homelessness (Tolman & Rosen, 2001; Adams et 
al., 2008; Baker, Cook & Norris, 2003). Another 
hardship includes utility shut-offs. In a study of 
women receiving welfare discussed above, 
material hardship was significantly impacted by 
IPV when it occurred within a three-year time 
period. IPV that occurred further in the past did 
not significantly predict “objective hardship,” 
which includes hardships like utility shut-off or 
homelessness (Adams et al., in press). However, 
when looking at anticipated hardship (“In the 
next two months, how much do you anticipate 
that you and your family will experience actual 
hardships such as inadequate housing, food, or 
medical care”) only IPV within the past year 
impacted victims’ perceptions of the hardship 
they might face.  
 
Importantly, Adams, et al. (2008) asked low-
income women seeking domestic violence 
services about the material hardship they faced, 
with 76% reporting that their abusive partner 
was very much or completely responsible for the 
economic hardship. There was a significant 
relationship between the level of economic 
hardship faced and women’s attribution that 
their partner was responsible, lending some 
evidence that economic abuse, rather than 
general negative attributions towards abusive 
partners, explained economic hardship.  
 
In line with the negative impact of IPV-related 
health problems on employment, IPV has been 
linked to increased health care costs. For 
example, in a large study of HMO clients, women 
with documented IPV had significantly higher 
health costs than other women (Ulrich et al., 
2003). Although IPV might diminish victims’ 
prospects of obtaining jobs with good benefits, 
including health insurance, research has not yet 
yielded conclusive findings about this 
hypothesis. One study of welfare recipients found 
that while IPV predicted employment stability 
and material hardship, it did not have a similar 
effect on job benefits (Adams et al., in press).  
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Pathways to Impact 
While numerous studies have linked IPV to 
various measures of economic hardship and 
well-being, few studies have examined how IPV 
leads to these outcomes. In essence, the 
pathways through which IPV causes these 
outcomes are not well understood. This fact 
limits society’s ability to devise appropriate 
policy responses. It is even possible that 
economic hardship or unemployment may in 
some instances lead to IPV, which makes 
research in this area all the more challenging. 
Nonetheless, some studies have explored the 
ways through which IPV leads to economic 
hardship.  
 
One study examined whether the traumatic or 
deleterious effects of IPV lead to diminished 
employment for welfare recipients (Tolman & 
Wang, 2005). The results showed that 
diminished employment hours were related to 
IPV and that this relationship was partially 
explained by the physical health problems 
associated with IPV. However, mental health 
problems measured in the same study (major 
depression, social phobia, generalized anxiety 
disorder, drug dependence, and alcohol 
dependence) did not significantly predict 
employment hours. Similarly, in a sample of 
women in California drawn from the general 
population across all income levels, IPV (in this 
case psychological abuse but not physical abuse) 

predicted unemployment, but this effect was not 
explained by posttraumatic stress disorder 
(Kimmerling et al., 2009). A longitudinal study, 
which followed a sample of adolescent mothers 
for 13 years before and after welfare reform 
(Lindhorst et al., 2007), also found that IPV 
impacted employment but that this impact was 
not mediated by psychological distress 
experienced by the women. Given these gaps in 
the literature, at this point we cannot conclude 
that the impact of IPV on employment depends 
on whether it results in identifiable mental 
health disorders.  
 
As discussed above, there are many direct ways 
in which abuse can impact both employment and 
other economic outcomes that are not dependent 
on the victim’s mental health status. On the other 
hand, there is some evidence that the economic 
hardship and employment problems women face 
as a result of IPV may cause increased mental 
health problems. Adams (2009), using the 
longitudinal welfare sample discussed above, 
found that job instability partially explained the 
increased risk of mental health disorders for 
victims of IPV. Given the strong evidence that IPV 
increases the risk of health and mental health 
problems for victims, and given that these 
disorders are associated with great emotional, 
social, and economic burdens, they are in 
themselves important to address, whether or not 
they are the cause of employment difficulties. 
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