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ECONOMIC ADVOCACY –  
AN ISSUE FOR SERVICES?

Women’s financial security following domestic violence 
is increasingly being recognised as a critical concern 
for service practice. Research undertaken over the 
past decade demonstrates that domestic violence is 
a major contributor to Australian women’s economic 
disadvantage (Branigan 2004 & 2007; Costello, Chung 
& Carson 2005; Evans 2007; Franzway, Zufferey & 
Chung 2007; Sheehan & Smyth 2000). A more recent 
study by the Australian Domestic and Family Violence 
Clearinghouse, Seeking security: promoting women’s 
economic wellbeing following domestic violence (Braaf & 
Barrett Meyering 2011), has explored the close nexus 
between women’s financial security and their ability to 
leave violence, gain safety and recover from the effects 
of abuse.

To a large extent, improving women’s financial security 
depends on broader structural change, such as a 
reduction in the gendered wage gap, increased access 
to affordable housing and an equitable child support 
and social security system (Australian Law Reform 

Commission 2011; Braaf & Barrett Meyering 2011; 
National Council to Reduce Violence against Women 
and their Children 2009). Action by the private sector 
and government on these issues is crucial. 

While structural change is essential, strategies can 
also be implemented at the level of service practice to 
improve outcomes for women affected by domestic 
violence. One key strategy is economic advocacy: that 
is, advocacy around women’s debts, savings, assets and 
income. Building on the research evidence, this paper 
argues that economic advocacy needs to be seen as 
part of the ‘core business’ of those working to prevent 
and reduce domestic violence. The paper draws 
extensively on the findings of the Clearinghouse’s 
Seeking security report and includes previously 
unpublished material from the study. It is also informed 
by the literature on financial counselling, a well-
established model of economic advocacy.

The paper is divided into four sections. It begins 
by defining economic advocacy, as distinct from 
financial literacy education. The second section 
reports on research findings regarding the economic 
consequences of domestic violence and the role of 

KEY POINTS
•	 Domestic	violence	can	lead	to	significant	financial	hardship	for	women	and	their	children.	In	turn,	financial	insecurity	can	

prevent women from leaving abusive relationships, gaining safety and recovering from the effects of abuse.

•	 Economic	advocacy	around	women’s	debts,	savings,	assets	and	income	can	help	build	women’s	financial	capacity	following	
domestic violence. At an individual level, economic advocacy involves assisting clients to identify and address their financial 
needs, often through negotiations with financial institutions, companies, government agencies and employers. At a systemic 
level, it targets the structural barriers that impede women’s financial security.

•	 Economic	advocacy	is	different	to	financial	literacy	education.	It	focuses	on	the	institutions	that	impact	on	women’s	financial	
security, rather than an individual’s financial knowledge and skills.

•	 In	order	to	ensure	women’s	financial	hardship	is	effectively	addressed,	economic	advocacy	must	be	undertaken	with	a	view	to	
holding perpetrators accountable and improving women’s safety.

•	 While	many	workers	in	domestic	violence	and	related	services	already	undertake	various	forms	of	economic	advocacy,	the	
sector’s capacity in this area can be strengthened further by: incorporating economic advocacy into the ‘core business’ of 
services; pursuing greater collaboration with the financial counselling sector; and better resourcing by funding bodies for  
this work.
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skills, such as their ability to budget, save and invest 
money (Jacob, Hudson & Bush 2000). It can be 
delivered in a range of formats, typically through group 
training courses and printed or online resources.

There is a growing literature, primarily from the United 
States, indicating that women affected by domestic 
violence may benefit from financial literacy education, 
especially where programs are tailored to their specific 
needs (Christy-McMullin 2011; Correia & Von De Linde 
2002; Postmus 2010; Sanders, Weaver & Schnabel 2007; 
VonDeLinde & Correia 2005). However, this literature 
also indicates that financial literacy education is not 
a replacement for economic advocacy. As Postmus 
(2010, p. 7) notes, best practice in financial literacy 
education dictates that programs must be provided ‘in 
conjunction with comprehensive advocacy services’. 
As this paper will demonstrate, effective and just 
responses to domestic violence are more likely to 
ensue where economic advocacy, rather than financial 
literacy education, is the focus of service practice.

IMpROVINg wOMEN’S FINANCIAl 
CApACItY thROUgh ECONOMIC 

ADVOCACY

In 2009-10, the Clearinghouse undertook a research 
project investigating barriers and strategies to 
women’s financial security following domestic violence 
(Braaf & Barrett Meyering 2011). The qualitative study 
investigated the experiences of fifty workers and fifty-
seven clients at domestic violence and related services 
in three Australian states and territories. It found that 
financial concerns not only prevent women leaving 
abusive relationships but sometimes prompt them 
to return. Furthermore, financial hardship frequently 
limits women’s capacity to take up safety measures 
(for example, installing locks and alarms, maintaining 
a phone or car, or relocating) or access support 
services critical to their recovery (for example, health 
and counselling services). The study demonstrated 
conclusively that building women’s financial security is 
critical to efforts to prevent and reduce the impacts of 
domestic violence.

The research identified economic advocacy as one of 
the key strategies that can assist women to increase 
their financial security following domestic violence 
(Braaf & Barrett Meyering 2011, p. 6). It demonstrated 
that clients consistently raise financial issues with 
caseworkers. Subsequently, many service workers 
already engage in economic advocacy, albeit often in a 
limited capacity due to resource and time constraints.

Drawing on the experiences of participants in the 
Clearinghouse study, this section explores the 

economic advocacy in countering these effects. The 
third section discusses good practice in economic 
advocacy, focusing on the principles of perpetrator 
accountability and women’s safety. The final section 
identifies opportunities for incorporating economic 
advocacy into the ‘core business’ of domestic violence 
services and for pursuing greater collaboration with 
the financial counselling sector.

whAt IS ECONOMIC ADVOCACY?

In this paper, the term ‘economic advocacy’ is used 
to refer to the provision of direct support to and 
representation on behalf of clients affected by 
domestic violence around financial matters such as 
debts, savings, assets and income. Economic advocacy 
can be divided into two main categories: individual 
and systemic advocacy.

At an individual level, economic advocacy involves 
assisting clients to identify and address their financial 
needs, navigate complex service systems and exercise 
their rights as consumers. This form of advocacy 
typically involves a one-on-one case management 
approach and is generally directed at financial 
institutions, companies, government agencies and 
employers. 

At a systemic level, economic advocacy aims to address 
the structural barriers that impede women’s financial 
security, through lobbying, policy submissions, media 
engagement, community education and other forms 
of activism. Systemic advocacy may be aimed at the 
private sector; for example, lobbying employers to 
implement domestic violence workplace policies. It 
may also be directed at government; for example, 
working through law reform mechanisms to ensure 
financial abuse is recognised as a form of domestic 
violence.

This paper focuses on individual economic advocacy, 
as it is the form of advocacy that practitioners are most 
likely to engage in on a day-to-day basis. However, 
many of the principles of effective individual economic 
advocacy discussed in this paper, such as women’s 
safety and perpetrator accountability, apply equally to 
systemic economic advocacy, a vital and, arguably, more 
powerful tool, especially in achieving long-term change.

Critically, economic advocacy is different to financial 
literacy education. Whether at an individual or systemic 
level, economic advocacy targets the institutions that 
impact on women’s financial security. As such, it has 
the potential to effect widespread and sustainable 
change. By contrast, financial literacy education 
focuses on an individual’s financial knowledge and 
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role of economic advocacy in assisting women to 
resolve debts and to build financial resources and 
opportunities. It highlights practical actions that 
service workers can implement to extend their work in 
this area.

Resolving debts
Women often face significant debts following domestic 
violence (Branigan 2004 & 2007; Evans 2007). For 
example, women in the Clearinghouse’s study incurred 
debts related to home mortgages, credit cards, 
payday loans, utility bills, hire purchase contracts, 
mobile phone plans, parking fines and Centrelink 
overpayments. Some debts may be a direct result 
of financial abuse; for example, debts accrued by an 
abusive partner but in the woman’s name. Other debts 
may continue to arise even after leaving the violence; 
for example, relocation costs in the immediate period 
following separation, mortgage repayments on joint 
properties or legal bills.

Negotiating the repayment of debts to creditors 
can be a difficult task, especially where women 
lack information about their rights, are unaware of 
company hardship policies or reluctant to disclose 
their situation. It is likely to be even more difficult in 
the immediate crisis period after a woman leaves a 
violent relationship or where a woman is experiencing 
ongoing trauma as a result of the violence.

Economic advocacy is critical in this context to ensure 
women are in a stronger position to negotiate with 
creditors. As well as bringing professional expertise, 
advocates may be better placed to negotiate with 
creditors due to the relationships they have developed 
with staff at financial institutions, companies and 
government agencies. Advocates are also negotiating 
from a position different to that of their clients, who 
may be feeling vulnerable, emotional or exhausted by 
the abuse. Without such support, women may come 
under pressure to agree to unfair or unmanageable 
arrangements. Alternatively, they may accumulate 
further debts and penalties and, eventually, face legal 
action.

Advocacy work can range from helping women to 
prioritise their debts and informing them about 
their legal options, through to preparing letters to 
or attending meetings with creditors. For example, 
women in the Clearinghouse’s study benefited from a 
range of actions, including caseworkers:

ª	contacting creditors to negotiate discounts, fee 
waivers, bill splitting and manageable repayment 
plans on their behalf

ª	drafting complaints to industry ombudsman

ª	arranging for re-financing

ª	writing letters of support

ª	in the worst case scenario, supporting them to 
apply for insolvency or bankruptcy.

Building financial resources and 
opportunities 
While clients’ debts are often the most pressing issue 
that needs to be addressed, economic advocacy 
can also play a role in increasing women’s access 
to financial resources and opportunities. Economic 
advocacy around these issues is particularly crucial in 
building women’s long-term financial security.

Women’s capacity to earn an income, accrue savings 
and build assets may be undermined by domestic 
violence in a wide range of ways. Perhaps the greatest 
and most ongoing impact is on women’s employment. 
Studies show that women who have experienced 
domestic violence are more likely to have a disrupted 
work history and to occupy casual and part-time work 
than women with no experience of violence (Franzway, 
Zufferey & Chung 2007; Lloyd & Taluc 1999; Riger & 
Staggs 2004). In turn, women’s insecure employment 
or low income is likely to reduce their capacity to 
purchase major assets, such as a car or family home. It 
may also leave them with limited superannuation or 
other forms of savings in retirement (Braaf & Barrett 
Meyering 2011).

Another major source of pressure on women’s savings 
and assets is inequitable property and financial 
settlements. Women who have experienced domestic 
violence typically receive poorer outcomes in property 
and financial settlements (Evans 2007; Sheehan & 
Smyth 2000). Women in the Clearinghouse’s study 
reported a range of tactics used by their ex-partners 
that resulted in them receiving a reduced settlement, 
including: delaying agreements regarding property 
that impacted on optimal selling dates; damaging joint 
property; and dragging out disputes in court.

Given such diverse issues, economic advocacy around 
women’s financial resources and opportunities is likely 
to be more varied than that around their debts. Some 
of the forms of advocacy experienced or suggested by 
participants in the Clearinghouse’s study include:

ª	supporting women to disclose their situation to 
their employer and to negotiate leave, flexible 
working arrangements and safety plans 

ª	assisting women to contact recruitment services

ª	helping women to prepare employment 
documents, including work visa applications

RESEARCH & PRACTICE BRIEF 3
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ª	referring women to training schemes and 
educational supports

ª	setting up work experience placements with local 
businesses

ª	referring women to no or low interest loan 
programs or to matched savings schemes1

ª	linking women to local business mentors.

gOOD pRACtICE IN ECONOMIC ADVOCACY

In order to maximise the effectiveness of economic 
advocacy, it is important to consider what elements 
contribute to good practice. The literature on financial 
counselling is a useful starting point for considering 
this question, as it is a well-established model of 
economic advocacy. At the same time, attention also 
needs to be paid to the ways in which the needs of 
women affected by domestic violence differ from those 
of other groups experiencing financial hardship.

Financial counselling as a model of 
economic advocacy
Financial counselling is a broad term used to refer 
to the free and independent advisory services 
provided to consumers in financial difficulty. Financial 
counsellors offer support and representation across 
a range of areas, including consumer credit law, 
debt enforcement practices, the bankruptcy regime, 
industry hardship policies and government concession 
frameworks.2 According to a 2010 national survey, 
there are approximately 870 financial counsellors 
across Australia, with 80% employed in not-for-
profit community organisations, 9% in government 
agencies, 6% in community legal centres and 5% in 
other settings (Financial Counselling Australia 2011, 
pp. 8, 14). Financial counsellors often work closely 
with community legal services, including specialist 
consumer credit legal services.3

Modern financial counselling services, based on a 
community development approach that emphasises 
empowerment, advocacy and consumer rights, first 
began to emerge in Australia in the 1970s (Livingstone, 
Kotnik & King 2008, p. 24). Among Australian financial 
counsellors, there is a strong consensus that services 
should be provided for free and operate independently 
of the financial services industry. 

As a sector with a long history in undertaking 
economic advocacy, there are several key lessons to 
be learned from the financial counselling model. Four 
themes in the financial counselling literature that are 

especially relevant in the context of working with 
women affected by domestic violence are:

ª	the value of face-to-face (rather than telephone or 
online) assistance, given the often technical nature 
of financial matters (Turley & White 2007, p. 65)

ª	the importance of supporting clients ‘over the life 
of a debt problem’ rather than through one-off 
assistance (Williams & Sansom 2007, p. 70)

ª	where possible, ensuring that clients are able to 
access ongoing support from the same caseworker 
(Turley & White 2007, p. 65)

ª	the need for cross-program integration with other 
social services to address clients’ multiple needs 
(Pleasence et al. 2007, p. 21; State Services 2008,  
p. 30).

In particular, the importance of providing access 
to a single worker to advocate on behalf of clients 
resonates strongly with the experiences of participants 
in the Clearinghouse’s study. Many women expressed 
the desire to have one person help them navigate the 
service system (Braaf & Barrett Meyering 2011, p. 6):

To be able to have one person and explain the 
possibility of where I will go financially, and how 
court’s going to work, and whether I will be able to 
look for employment or not, and whether I’m going to 
have to see a private lawyer or not, and how all that’s 
going to work, would be a great help.  
[Service 2 Client 5]

Economic advocacy in a domestic 
violence context
While many of the principles of good practice in 
financial counselling resonate with the experiences 
of women affected by domestic violence, economic 
advocacy also needs to be informed by an 
understanding of the specific dynamics of abuse. 
Two key factors differentiate women’s experiences 
of financial hardship: first, the fact that the financial 
hardship may itself be a direct product of the 
violence (either due to financial abuse or the ongoing 
financial impacts of the violence); and second, the 
risks to women’s safety posed by their abusers. As 
such, economic advocacy needs to be guided by an 
emphasis on perpetrator accountability and women’s 
safety.

perpetrator accountability

A consistent concern raised in the Clearinghouse’s 
study was that women were blamed for their financial 
hardship. Due to a lack of understanding of the 

RESEARCH & PRACTICE BRIEF 3
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dynamics of domestic violence and, in particular, 
financial abuse, women were regarded as ‘really bad 
money managers’ who needed to have more ‘discipline’ 
over their spending. Meanwhile, the role of their 
abusive partners was rarely acknowledged: ‘Bottom 
line is that they continue to get away with everything’.

In contrast, the clear message from both women 
and service workers in the study was that men’s 
responsibility for the financial impacts of their violence 
needs to be acknowledged and acted upon:

If I did something wrong, punish me. But I did nothing 
wrong. Punish my husband. Nothing changed for 
him. We are suffering. [Service 1 Client 5]

I think that any strategies need to recognise that 
a woman might access financial assistance more 
than once, more than twice, more than three times 
in any given financial year, and that’s the nature of 
[domestic violence], and the responsibility for that 
needs to be located with the perpetrator not with her. 
[Service 3 Staff focus group]

These comments highlight that holding perpetrators 
accountable must be a core objective of economic 
advocacy with women affected by domestic violence. 
At a minimum, advocates need to validate women’s 
experiences; where possible, they should also 
consider options for pursuing formal action against 
perpetrators. For example, advocates may assist by:

ª	helping women to understand the impact of the 
perpetrator’s abuse on their financial situation and 
reassuring women that they are not to blame for 
their financial hardship

ª	challenging victim-blaming attitudes expressed by 
workers at other organisations

ª	placing pressure on financial institutions, 
companies, government agencies and employers 
to pursue action against the perpetrator (for 
example, negotiating for a creditor to split bills 
between a woman and her ex-partner).

women’s safety

Safety concerns are another dimension that 
differentiates women’s experiences of financial 
hardship. As noted earlier, financial hardship may mean 
that women are unable to implement safety measures 
such as locks and alarms in their homes. At the same 
time, threats to women’s physical and emotional safety 
may complicate efforts to address their financial needs. 
For example, several women in the Clearinghouse’s 

study felt unable to pursue legal action against their 
abusive partners because they felt the process itself 
exposed them to further abuse. As the following 
woman’s comment indicates, they were placed in the 
difficult position of having to decide between financial 
needs and their safety:

I kept going to my solicitor to say he’s not paying the 
mortgage... We tried to fight that in court and it really 
didn’t go anywhere... It was consuming me. That’s 
control, they don’t realise. That’s still control. 
[Service 8 Client 1]

Similarly, Kovach (2009) observes that seemingly 
straightforward steps, such as opening or closing a 
bank account, can have consequences for a woman’s 
safety. She stresses that economic advocacy ‘must be 
considered in light of the potential for the abuser to 
monitor the victim’s finances, track her location, or 
retaliate against her’ (p. 150).

The literature on financial literacy programs for women 
affected by domestic violence also emphasises the 
importance of a safety focus. For example, Sanders, 
Weaver and Schnabel (2007, p. 242) observe that 
financial matters need to be addressed in a way that 
allows women to ‘safely plan for their future through 
short- and long-term goals’. Similarly, Postmus (2010, p. 
5) notes that a key characteristic of the financial literacy 
programs created specifically for women affected 
by domestic violence is the inclusion of information 
on economic abuse and how to address these issues 
safely. For example, these programs include advice on 
how to address poor credit ratings that have resulted 
from an abusive relationship and how to ‘disentangle’ 
joint financial relationships.

Good practice involves making women’s safety a 
priority of economic advocacy. Among other activities, 
this may involve:

ª	prioritising advocacy that addresses the financial 
barriers to women’s safety, including by assisting 
women to apply for victim compensation

ª	ensuring any financial steps taken are consistent 
with safety plans and that appropriate legal 
measures are in place, such as protection orders 

ª	where appropriate, working with financial 
institutions, companies, government agencies and 
employers to increase women’s safety, for example, 
by developing a safety plan at work.

RESEARCH & PRACTICE BRIEF 3
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The Clearinghouse’s findings echo those of researchers 
in the United States, who likewise observe that 
economic advocacy has not historically been a core 
focus of their domestic violence sector (Christy-
McMullin 2011; Sanders 2010).

In order to strengthen the capacity of the domestic 
violence sector to take on this task, it is critical that 
services are adequately resourced to provide economic 
advocacy as part of their ‘core business’, alongside 
advocacy around more traditional issues such as legal, 
health and housing matters. Funding from government 
is essential to ensure services are able to undertake this 
vital but often time-consuming work.

Meanwhile, individual services may also be in 
a position to reassess their current approach to 
economic advocacy and augment existing work in this 
area by:

ª	identifying any gaps in staff knowledge around 
financial issues

ª	arranging staff training or identifying alternative 
sources of support, including financial counsellors

ª	developing client resources that address financial 
issues (for example, form letters that clients can 
use when contacting creditors)

ª	strengthening connections with financial 
institutions, companies, government agencies and 
local employers.

The experience of the Iowa Coalition Against Domestic 
Violence in the United States offers one successful 
model for incorporating economic advocacy into the 
‘core business’ of domestic violence services (Correia & 
Von De Linde 2002).

RESEARCH & PRACTICE BRIEF 3

bUIlDINg SECtOR CApACItY IN  
ECONOMIC ADVOCACY

With a growing body of literature highlighting the 
value of economic advocacy and providing some clear 
directions for good practice in this area, it is critical that 
the domestic violence sector strengthens its capacity 
to undertake this work. In doing so, the sector faces 
two main tasks: first, to embed economic advocacy 
into its ‘core business’; and second, to pursue greater 
collaboration with the financial counselling sector, given 
its expertise in this area. This section draws on two case 
studies to suggest how these challenges may be met. 

Economic advocacy as ‘core business’ of 
the domestic violence sector
As this paper has demonstrated, addressing clients’ 
financial issues is already a feature of domestic 
violence service practice in Australia. At the same time, 
it is clear from the Clearinghouse’s study that service 
workers do not consistently recognise economic 
advocacy as part of their day-to-day role. Furthermore, 
due to resource and time constraints, they may 
not be in a position to make economic advocacy a 
priority. Alternatively, some workers may not feel 
they have sufficient expertise to undertake this work, 
instead viewing it as the domain of specialists. As one 
participant in the study commented:

I suppose we don’t consider our work core financial 
assistance so none of us would have been trained 
in finances. We don’t actually – or we haven’t ever 
looked at doing that, because Community Legal 
Services is available. [Service 4 Staff focus group]

Case study: Iowa Coalition Against Domestic Violence 

8-9). The objective of the summits was to develop 
plans for increasing women’s economic options 
following domestic violence, in collaboration with key 
stakeholders, including housing, social security and job 
agencies. Correia and Von De Linde (2002, p. 9) report 
that the summit held in Iowa City led to a greater public 
policy focus on affordable housing a part of the city’s 
homelessness strategy. The summit also increased 
domestic violence advocates’ awareness of community 
resources available to women and improved their 
relationships with other agencies.

Building on the success of this initiative, the ICADV 
sought to ‘institutionalise’ economic advocacy by 
employing a dedicated staff member responsible for 
coordinating training, providing technical assistance 
and helping local advocates to access funds and make 
grant applications (p. 6). First appointed in 2001, the 
Housing and Economic Justice Coordinator remains part 
of the ICADV core staff over a decade later.4

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, the Iowa Coalition 
Against Domestic Violence (ICADV) led an initiative to 
make economic advocacy a priority of the domestic 
violence sector in their state. The initiative was overseen 
by a dedicated Housing and Economic Security Task 
Force (Correia & Von De Linde 2002, p. 4). It sought 
to build the capacity of domestic violence advocates 
in individual economic advocacy by training them 
to deliver the Personal Economic Planning (PEP) 
curriculum, a financial literacy program for women 
affected by domestic violence. In addition, training 
in community advocacy was offered, with a view to 
strengthening skills around policy advocacy, outreach 
and collaborative work (pp. 5-7).

As a result of their training, advocates established 
PEP classes and established links with new partners, 
including for-profit housing developers, business 
groups and local government. They also organised a 
series of community-based ‘economic summits’ (pp. 
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Strengthening links with the financial 
counselling sector
Whereas domestic violence services have not 
historically seen economic advocacy as part of their 
‘core business’, it is widely acknowledged as a critical 
function of financial counselling services in Australia. 
As the domestic violence sector seeks to build its 
capacity to undertake economic advocacy, financial 
counsellors will be an important resource.

Greater collaboration needs to begin with awareness 
raising. The Clearinghouse’s study indicated that some 
domestic violence services were ambivalent about the 
role of financial counsellors. They expressed concerns 
that some financial counsellors failed to recognise the 
impacts of domestic violence on women’s financial 
security. One service worker observed:

I’ve never sat in an office with a financial counsellor 
when someone’s gone and turned around and 
said ‘and look what he’s done here’ and held him 
accountable. [Service 2 Staff focus group]

At the same time, not all participants in the 
Clearinghouse’s study were clear about the role of 
financial counselling services. For example, there was 
some confusion around the qualifications of financial 
counsellors, such as whether they had accounting 
backgrounds. Clearly, both sectors have some way 
to go in developing a sound understanding of each 
others’ roles and professional values.

Importantly, there are signs that the financial 
counselling sector itself is becoming increasingly 
aware of their clients’ experiences of domestic 
violence. With financial abuse now recognised as a 
form of family violence, financial counselling services 
are coming to see themselves as having a direct role 
in addressing this issue. For example, in April 2011, 
financial counsellors at Kildonan UnitingCare reported 
on their encounters of financial abuse in intimate 
partner relationships in Good Policy and a planned 
project on economic violence to be undertaken with 
the Good Shepherd Youth and Family Service (Fraser, 
Hunter & Borrell 2011). Such initiatives represent an 
important opportunity for the domestic violence 
sector to engage with the financial counselling sector. 

More generally, there are multiple options for 
strengthening links with local financial counsellors, 
including by:

ª	accompanying women to appointments with 
financial counsellors

ª	inviting financial counsellors to establish outreach 
projects 

ª	employing an in-house financial counsellor

ª	strengthening referral pathways to or establishing 
formal protocols with financial counselling services

ª	inviting financial counsellors to attend networking 
events

ª	arranging joint training events.

The Clearinghouse study identified the provision of 
outreach financial counselling at a South Australian 
domestic violence service as an especially promising 
approach to bridging the gap between the two sectors. 

RESEARCH & PRACTICE BRIEF 3

Case study: Families SA outreach service

In South Australia, financial counselling 
services have historically been aligned with the 
government’s child protection authority, Families 
SA. This approach recognises the strong links 
between family poverty and the placement of 
children in state care. However, it also presents 
barriers for clients affected by domestic violence 
who may be wary of child protection authorities. 
As the South Australian Council of Social Service 
(2011, p. 17) recently highlighted, ‘many Families 
SA clients naturally do not wish to confuse their 
child protection issues with their financial issues by 
dealing with the same provider for both issues’.

One of the domestic violence services in the 
Clearinghouse’s study had responded to this 
dilemma by establishing an outreach program for 
its clients. Families SA workers visited the service 
on a fortnightly basis, providing one-on-one 
counselling, as well as some group work activities. 
As a result, service workers felt that women were 
able to access financial counselling in a safe context 
and were under less pressure to ‘prove’ themselves.

In promoting a greater sense of partnership, the 
outreach program also served as a capacity building 
exercise for both the domestic violence workers 
and financial counsellors. The domestic violence 
service provided training to Families SA workers 
on the financial impacts of domestic violence, 
increasing the awareness of the dynamics of abuse. 
At the same time, the domestic violence workers 
benefited from direct access to financial advice. 
One service worker concluded:

It’s also great because they’re here and you can 
grab them: ‘I’ve got a situation with a client of 
mine, what do you think you might be able to do 
to help?’ and they’ll go ‘We’ll see what we can do 
to help’ or otherwise they’ll ring you back and let 
you know you can go here, you can go here, you 
can go here. [Service 3 Staff focus group]
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CONClUSIONS 

Whether focused on women’s debt issues or their 
access to financial resources and opportunities, the 
strength of economic advocacy derives from its 
emphasis on active support and representation. By 
assisting their clients to navigate service systems, 
advocates can help women to find out about their 
rights and access their entitlements, while at the same 
time educating financial institutions, companies, 
government agencies and employers about the 
impacts of abuse. In doing so, advocates can increase 
women’s financial choices and control.

The findings of the Clearinghouse’s study indicate that 
economic advocacy can empower women in three 
main ways. First, economic advocacy can help women 
to make well informed decisions, by assisting women 
to find out about their financial options. Many women 
in the Clearinghouse’s study were unaware of their 
entitlements and relied on advocates to direct them 
to resources. Advocates also helped women to feel 
less overwhelmed by information and to manage the 
emotional stress associated with financial matters.

Second, economic advocacy can promote just 
outcomes for women. By placing women in a stronger 
position to negotiate with creditors or access economic 
resources and opportunities, advocates can ensure 
that organisations respond fairly to women’s financial 
hardship. As discussed in this paper, advocates have an 
especially important role to play in promoting greater 
perpetrator accountability for the financial impacts of 
domestic violence.

Finally, economic advocacy can ensure that women 
are treated consistently by financial institutions, 
companies, government agencies and employers. 
Advocates are likely to be in a better position than 
individual women to demand a consistent response 
from a specific organisation, especially where they 
are involved in representing multiple clients to that 
organisation over time. Furthermore, through case 
management, advocates may be able to ensure 
that the responses of different organisations do not 
undermine each other. Critically, the involvement of 
an advocate can also mean that a woman is not forced 
to re-tell her story to multiple organisations, adding 
to her sense of trauma and disempowerment. In this 
respect, economic advocacy not only helps individuals 
but maximises the efficiency of all services.

Economic advocacy offers one means for the domestic 
violence sector to empower women at an individual 
level, while shifting community attitudes to abuse at 
the same time. This paper has outlined a wide range 

of practical actions that services can implement to 
increase the efficacy of their endeavours in this area. It 
is imperative that governments support services’ work 
in this area through adequate and ongoing funding.

While this paper has focused on the role of services 
in providing individual economic advocacy, these 
efforts ultimately need to be conceived as part of a 
broader attempt to address the structural barriers that 
contribute to women’s financial hardship following 
domestic violence. As with individual advocacy, such 
efforts need to be undertaken with a view to holding 
perpetrators accountable and increasing women’s 
safety.

hElpFUl RESOURCES

Research
The Seeking security project page on the 
Clearinghouse web site includes links to the 
full report, executive summary, conference 
presentations, media and other resources.

www.adfvc.unsw.edu.au/financial_security.htm 

The National Online Resource Center on Violence 
Against Women in the United States features 
extensive research on economic justice issues, as 
well as information on policy and legislation.

www.vawnet.org/domestic-violence/policy.
php?filterby=Economic%20Justice 

Client resources
Money Smart is a government web site that 
provides information on money, finances and 
services for people on low incomes. It includes 
specific information for women, under 25s, over 
55s, families and Indigenous Australians.

www.moneysmart.gov.au

Getting your finances back on track after 
experiencing domestic violence (2011), produced by 
the Clearinghouse, is a two-page guide to services 
for women whose finances have been affected due 
to domestic violence. It includes information about 
Centrelink services, no and low interest loans, 
matched savings accounts, hardship policies, credit 
files, financial counselling and legal services.

www.adfvc.unsw.edu.au/PDF%20files/
FinanceInformation.pdf 
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ENDNOtES

1  Matched savings accounts are special accounts, 
whereby a financial institution or charity matches 
the personal savings of the account holder, usually 
up to capped amount. Australian examples include 
Saver Plus, developed by the Brotherhood of St 
Lawrence with ANZ Bank, and AddsUp, provided 
by the Good Shepherd Youth and Family Services 
in partnership with the National Australia Bank. 
In the United States, there are a large number of 
matched savings or individual development account 
(IDA) schemes. In Sanders’ (2010, p. 30) study of 
125 women who participated in an IDA program, 
seventy-seven women achieved their savings goal, 
taking on average nineteen months to do so. 

2 Financial Counselling Australia web site. 
Viewed 8 December 2011, <http://www.
financialcounsellingaustralia.org.au>

3  The Consumer Action Law Centre in Victoria  
(www.consumeraction.org.au), Consumer Credit 
Legal Centre NSW (www.cclcnsw.org.au) and 
Consumer Credit Legal Service (WA) (www.cclswa.
org.au) provide specialist advice on financial matters.

4 Iowa Coalition Against Domestic Violence web site. 
Viewed 18 January 2012, <http://www.icadv.org/
staff.php>

Has this paper got you thinking?  Did it provide you with some new information or directions in practice?  
Do you have questions?  If so, let us know!

Join the discussion on our Facebook page!  Leave a comment or participate in a discussion on this or other 
Clearinghouse papers.  We love to hear your opinions, questions and feedback.

www.facebook.com/ADFVC
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