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About WomanACT

Woman Abuse Council of Toronto (WomanACT) envisions a world where all women
are safe and have access to equal opportunities. We work collaboratively to 
eradicate violence against women through community mobilization, research, policy, 
and education. 

WomanACT has been operating as a community-based coalition since 1991 and 
became a registered charity in 2010. We conduct research and generate data to 
spark dialogue, shift practice and shape policies that advance women’s safety and 
gender equity. We believe that public policy development must adopt an 
intersectional gender analysis and engage women and feminist organizations.

About this report 

The Senior Immigrant Women at Risk of Economic Abuse project undertook 
community engagement and research to better understand the unique experiences 
of economic abuse among senior immigrant women. 

Senior immigrant women occupy intersecting identities of gender, age and 
immigration. Each of these have been known to impact experiences of gender-based 
violence and help seeking. Furthermore, these intersections can create specific risk 
factors related to economic abuse. 

The project undertook research to highlight the unique experiences and risk factors 
and help build capacity of community agencies to identify and respond to economic 
abuse among senior women. The project completed community consultations, a 
literature review and community-based research. 

The first part of this report explores the existing research on economic abuse 
among senior immigrant women. The second part of this report contains findings 
from community-based research undertaken with service providers and senior 
immigrant women with lived experience of economic abuse. 
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LITERATURE
REVIEW

What are senior immigrant women’s experiences of economic abuse?
How do gender, age and immigration impact senior immigrant women’s risk and
experience of economic abuse?
How do gender, age and immigration impact senior immigrant communities'
access to services and supports?

Methodology
Research into the experiences of economic abuse among senior immigrant women is
limited and is often found as an adjacent topic in literature on elder abuse or
economic abuse as a form of intimate partner violence. The methodology for the
literature review reflected this.

Relevant research was identified through Google searches, and journal databases on
gender-based violence, elder abuse and experiences of immigration and settlement.
Keyword searches were completed in the areas of economic abuse and gender-
based violence, gender-based violence and immigrant women, economic abuse and
elder abuse, elder abuse and immigrant communities.

The following questions guided the literature review:

Introduction
Economic abuse as a form of gender-based violence involves behaviours that
control a woman’s ability to gain and use economic resources (Adams et al., 2008).
Economic abuse can include controlling someone’s finances, sabotaging their
finances, or exploiting and using their finances. Economic abuse can also include
disrupting a woman’s ability to access education, employment and the economy
(Meyer et al., 2020; Postmus et al., 2018). Economic abuse against women is often
difficult to identify because of the gendered roles and norms related to money,
family and relationships (Docherty et al., 2019).

Economic abuse has long term impacts on women’s economic security and financial
independence. It is estimated that 84% of women in an abusive relationship in
Canada experience emotional and financial abuse (Conroy, 2021) and 45% of seniors
in Canada experience elder abuse, with financial abuse being the most common
form of elder abuse (Gabor & Kadrowski, 2009).

The majority of senior immigrants in Canada are women and often sponsored by a
spouse or adult children (Guruge, et al., 2010). Senior immigrant women face unique
experiences and challenges in a post-migration context. These include being
increasingly dependent on adult children and having a lack of control over decision-
making. They can also experience ageism, racism and sexism (Guruge, et al., 2010).

These challenges are often compounded by immigration, including the dynamics of
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sponsorship and immigration policies. Senior immigrant women also face barriers to 
help seeking, including language barriers, isolation and a lack of knowledge of 
existing services (Guruge, et al., 2010). These experiences and challenges are 
further influenced by the age at the time of immigration and their support network 
around them. These experiences can increase risks of economic abuse among 
senior immigrant women. 

There is limited research on senior immigrant women’s experiences of abuse 
(Matsuoka et al., 2012). Research on intimate partner violence often excludes the 
specific forms of abuse experienced by older women, such as being victimized by 
multiple people (Hightower et al., 2006; Straka & Montminy, 2006). Although 
financial and economic abuse as a form of gender-based violence has been studied 
more in the last few decades, few publications are dedicated to older women’s 
experiences of economic abuse (Postmus et al., 2018; Meyer et al., 2020). Literature 
highlights that intimate partner violence among seniors is often recognized as elder 
abuse (Meyer et al., 2020; Walsh et al., 2007). Studying senior women’s experiences 
of elder abuse without a gendered analysis can be problematic. Postmus et al. 
(2018) argue that it is important to differentiate between the financial forms of 
abuse as elder abuse and the financial forms of abuse as intimate partner violence. 
This is because the root causes of these forms of abuse are different. 

There is literature that is specific to immigrant communities living in Canada and 
Toronto (Guruge, et al., 2010; Guruge et al., 2021; Matsuoka et al., 2012). 
Exploration of the unique experiences and risk factors impacting senior immigrant 
women also shows up in literature on older women and caregiving or in literature 
on financial literacy among immigrant communities (Ferrer et al., 2020; Hightower 
et al., 2006; Pantea, 2021).



Main themes identified in literature on economic abuse among senior 
immigrant women

Experiences of abuse among senior women

Literature explores the impact of age on women’s risk and experience of abuse as 
well as barriers to safety. Older aged adults are known to experience unique forms 
of economic abuse such as family members spending or stealing their money, 
providing bad financial stewardship, withholding financial documents, or forging or 
forcing their signature on financial documents (Acierno et al., 2010). Some of these 
examples of economic abuse are reflected in research on senior immigrant 
communities, such as applying for benefits without their knowledge (Matsuoka et 
al., 2012), control and denial of money for necessities and medical care (Alvi & 
Zaidi, 2017; Bhatia & Soletti, 2019; Hightower et al., 2006), bills not being paid on 
time (Ammar & Zaidi, 2015) and pressure to keep supporting adult children (Guruge 
et al., 2010). Older aged adults can also experience unique vulnerabilities to abuse, 
such as cognitive or physical deterioration (Meyer et al., 2020), and dependency due 
to isolation (Wilber & Reynolds, 1996). Gendered norms and discrimination during 
senior women’s career years can increase their risk of financial dependency on a 
partner (Band-Winterstein, 2015).

Senior women who have experienced intimate partner violence, including economic 
abuse, over many years are often faced with severe economic insecurity (Krigel & 
Benjamin, 2021). Senior women who have experienced economic abuse may have 
been prevented from seeking work, obtaining sources of income and may have gaps 
in their education or career (Band-Winterstein, 2015; Lazenbatt & Devaney, 2014; 
Postmus et al., 2018; Zink et al., 2003). Economic abuse may also have long-term 
impact on women’s savings and pensions (Lantrip et al., 2015). Added to this, senior 
women face ageism in accessing the labour force (Lantrip et al., 2015). 

Senior women may also experience unique barriers to fleeing violence (Beaulaurier 
et al., 2008; McGarry et al., 2010). Senior women may not be able to leave a 
relationship due to the fear over the impact on their finances, especially if they are 
unable to work or because of the barriers to senior women obtaining work 
(Hightower et al., 2006). Senior women may also fear the loss of a lifetime of 
belongings and mementos if they were to leave (Hightower et al., 2006). 

Vulnerabilities created by the immigration experience

The experience of immigration can create added barriers to women’s safety and 
context specific risk factors. For example, Canadian parental sponsorship rules have 
an economic dependency requirement on adult children for 20 years (Government of 
Canada, 2019). This means that if during this time the sponsors neglect or are 
unable to provide for their parents, the parents are in a financially unstable position. 
Senior immigrant women also face entering a more hostile workforce with lower 
paying jobs due to ageism and issues with qualification recognition, as well as 
having to wait for an eligibility period before being able to claim a Canadian pension 
(Guruge et al., 2021; Matsuoka et al., 2012).

Under the Supervisa policy, family members can be sponsored to live in Canada for 
up to 2 years without the need for permanent residency status (Government of 
Canada, 2022). This leaves applicants financially dependent on their sponsor, and 
with limited access to other financial supports or services (Matsuoka et al., 2012). 
This dependency can create an exploitative system of migration for domestic care 
purposes (Matsuoka et al., 2012). 

Other unique risk factors and barriers to help seeking that may be experienced by 
senior immigrant women include language barriers, isolation and a lack of 
knowledge of Canadian systems. Across studies, language barriers were described 
as a key barrier to senior immigrant women seeking help and obtaining financial
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independence (Hightower et al., 2006; Matsuoka et al., 2012; Postmus et al., 2018; 
Walsh et al., 2007). Isolation and loneliness were also identified as key barriers to 
seeking help. With increased isolation and dependencies on family, senior immigrant 
women can have diminished social networks and may have to rely on their family for 
transportation and mobility (Guruge et al., 2010; Matsuoka et al., 2012; Tyyskä et al.,  
2013). Senior immigrant women are vulnerable to racism which can further isolate 
them and increase barriers to accessing services or employment (Guruge et al.,  
2010; Walsh et al., 2007). 

Family as the perpetrators of economic abuse or exploitation

Senior women are vulnerable to economic abuse and exploitation from multiple 
people, including adult children, extended family, or caregivers (Meyer et al., 2020; 
Postmus et al., 2018; Straka et al., 2006). Several studies looking at immigrant 
communities’ experiences of abuse have found numerous perpetrators, such as 
husbands, children, children-in-law, grandchildren and the wider community (Bhatia 
& Soletti, 2018; Guruge et al., 2010; Matsuoka et al., 2012; Souto et al., 2015). 

Gendered roles and expectations can create structures that perpetuate control and 
exploitation by family members (Shankar & Northcott, 2009). Gendered norms of 
money often exclude women from decision-making related to household finances 
(Postmus et al., 2018). Gendered roles related to child care and caregiving preserve 
an expectation that women provide child care in the home, even into old age 
(Pantea, 2021).

The nature of immigration experiences can cause changes to senior immigrant 
women’s support network, which can leave them vulnerable to exploitation from 
others. In addition, immigration structures can create senior women’s dependencies 
on family members. Studies show that many senior immigrant women are sponsored 
as a family member or grandparent which can create a financial dependency on their 
sponsors (Guruge et al., 2010; Tyyskä et al., 2013). 

The understanding of economic abuse across communities 

A main theme in the literature on elder abuse in immigrant communities was the 
different perceptions across cultural communities (Ammar & Zaidi, 2015;Guruge et 
al., 2021; Walsh et al., 2007). Economic abuse may be difficult to identify as abusive 
behavior because of gendered roles as a partner or parent (Postmus et al., 2018). 
Furthermore, culturally and contextual understanding of relationships with money 
may result in differing definitions across communities (Yan, 2015). For example, Lai 
et al., (2014) examined literature on elder abuse in Chinese immigrant communities 
and found that their expression and understanding of economic abuse was culturally 
contextual. They found that some western definitions of abuse were not perceived 
as such in Chinese immigrant communities. There were also additional definitions of 
economic abuse relevant to that community that were not present in western 
definitions of economic abuse, such as a concept of financial disrespect. Guruge et 
al., (2021) came to similar conclusions when looking at perceptions of elder abuse 
in Punjabi, Tamil and Korean senior communities in Toronto. Acculturalization can
further impact perception of abuse as immigrant communities can be influenced by 
ideas in the countries they have moved to (Lee et al., 2014). Because perceptions of 
abuse are highly culturally contextual, Tyyskä et al., (2013) warns of defining abuse 
in senior communities solely from a western lens, as this can ignore the 
complexities of seniors’ own culturally contextual understandings of their 
experiences. 

Under-reporting of economic abuse

A common theme across literature was that senior immigrant women are less likely 
to report abuse or seek help (Roger, et al., 2014). In addition to barriers to reporting
such as language and isolation, senior immigrant women may fear reporting 

WomanACT Economic abuse among senior immigrant women                        4



WomanACT Economic abuse among senior immigrant women                        5

economic abuse due to shame or gender roles and expectations (Roger et al., 2014). 
For example, Yan (2015) described hesitancy among senior Chinese communities to 
seek help when experiencing abuse from adult children because of a strong tradition 
that children owe their parents respect. This tradition made it even more shameful 
for parents to admit that they were experiencing abuse from adult children. In many 
cases, if the abusers are adult children, parents may continue to have parental 
feelings of obligation and care towards them (Souto et al., 2015; Yan, 2015). Fear of 
deportation and fear of repercussions from disclosure further add to under-reporting 
(Beaulaurier et al., 2008). These fears are exacerbated due to age, or worry about 
repercussions on their children (Beaulaurier et al., 2008). 

Domestic care work and exploitation

Senior immigrant women can face increased risks of exploitation for domestic care 
work due to their gender and age. The impact of gendered norms and expectations 
around women’s care work continues into old age in the form of expectations on 
grandmothers to provide domestic care. This has created a pattern in which older 
women are sponsored for child and house care purposes by adult children or 
extended family (Matsuoka et al., 2012). While some senior women see the 
arrangement as fulfilling (Pantea, 2021), others fear being seen as a burden if they 
were to be no longer needed for child or domestic care work (Matsuoka et al., 2012). 
In some cases, senior immigrant women can be forced into high levels of servility 
and domestic labour (Crockett et al., 2015).



COMMUNITY-BASED
RESEARCH
Methodology
The community-based research set out to gather quantitative and qualitative data on
senior immigrant women’s experiences of economic abuse. The aim of the research
was to examine senior immigrant women’s experiences of economic abuse and the
impacts on their lives. The research also explored senior immigrant women’s
experiences and ideas for help seeking.

The primary research engaged senior immigrant women and community agencies
and services working with survivors in Toronto. The research took place between
September 2021 and January 2022. The research engaged 3 senior immigrant
women with lived experience of economic abuse in semi-structured interviews. The
interviews included questions about economic abuse, the impacts of economic
abuse and information on the help they had received in addressing the economic
abuse. Research participation was open to women and gender-diverse people who
were 55 years old and over and immigrated to Canada in the last 20 years.
Recruitment was completed through outreach by community organizations with
senior immigrant programs as well as the distribution of leaflets through multi-
agency partnerships.

The research also engaged 6 community organizations and service providers in an
online survey. The online survey asked open-ended questions about the typology of
economic abuse they saw with their clients who were senior immigrant women, as
well as services and solutions for addressing economic abuse. The survey was
available to agencies that work directly with senior immigrant women. Recruitment
was completed through direct outreach to community organizations, including anti-
violence, settlement and senior serving agencies.

Limitations

The research findings are limited by the small sample size. The project experienced
barriers to recruitment of research participants. These included hesitancy from
agencies and senior immigrant women to engage due to the sensitive nature of the
topic and the vulnerability factors of the populations engaged. The research also
faced barriers to engagement due to the pandemic. Because of health and safety
measures in place during the pandemic, engagement with survivors and service
providers was entirely virtual. This was a barrier due to a lack of access to or
comfort with phones or other technologies.

Another barrier faced in recruitment included speaking to a number of potential
participants in crisis. Due to many participants being in crisis and at high risk, their
engagement was not possible. This may be due to an increased isolation among this
population and barriers to leaving abusive situations.

The findings of this research are not intended to reflect a comprehensive view of
senior immigrant women’s experiences of economic abuse.
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Looking ahead

Senior immigrant women are underrepresented in research on gender-based
violence, including research on economic abuse. During this research project, we
also found that senior immigrant women faced unique risks of violence and barriers
to supports and help-seeking. This included barriers to engagement in community-
based research. In order to better understand these barriers and create inclusive
solutions, we believe that more focused outreach and engagement with senior
immigrant women and community organizations would be beneficial. We also found
that senior immigrant women would benefit from multiple methods of research
engagement and recognition, including multiple virtual and in-person engagement
methods and honorarium options.

Findings
Understanding economic abuse

Senior immigrant women and service providers expressed a range of perceptions
and understandings of economic abuse. Two out of the three senior immigrant
women reported that they had not heard of economic abuse as a term or concept,
but would define the behaviours they had experienced as abusive and as having
significant consequences to their everyday lives. Most service providers explained
that economic abuse was perceived and identified differently across communities.

Both senior immigrant women and service providers reported that economic abuse
is closely connected with gender norms related to household roles and decision-
making, and this differed across cultural contexts. Service providers shared that
gender roles and expectations can normalize economic abusive behaviours. For
example, service providers shared that there is a common notion in communities
that women do not have knowledge and skills to manage or control money. In
another example, a couple of service providers shared that there is sometimes an
attitude that suggests seniors do not need money. These norms could make it
difficult to understand and identify economic abuse. Service providers shared that,
in some cases, they may identify economic abuse and the women they are working
with do not.

Some of the ways economic abuse was understood by senior immigrant women was
as a lack of choice or a result of them being unable to financially contribute to the
household. One woman described economic abuse as having no economic choices
or rights. Another woman described economic abuse as the result of her adult
children being unable to provide for their family according to cultural standards. She
explained that she accepted her husband’s control of the money in the household
when he was the breadwinner because he was fulfilling his responsibility to provide
for her. However, she perceived her adult children’s control of the money to be
abusive because they were not providing for the family even though they had a
responsibility to do so.
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My culture. It says that the breadwinner controls the money. I wasn’t
working so I didn’t touch the money. If I needed anything, my husband,

he brought it. But here we need it but don’t know how to get it.

Some senior populations don't realize that they are being abused by
their loved ones.
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Experiences of economic abuse

Service providers and women shared that economic abuse against senior immigrant
women could be perpetrated by multiple sources. Many service providers shared
that adult children and partners were perpetrators of economic abuse. Service
providers also identified grandchildren, extended family and carers as perpetrators.
Service providers reported that, regardless of the perpetrator, the experience was
always gendered and ageist. For example, service providers reported that family
members and carers often believe that senior immigrant women cannot manage
money effectively or may not need money. One service provider shared that there is
a common belief that because senior women are vulnerable to economic abuse,
they should have someone else manage their finances.

Senior immigrant women discussed the emotional impacts of experiencing
economic abuse from adult children. Feelings of sadness and disbelief about their
adult children’s behaviour were shared by women. Women also discussed the unique
barriers to addressing the economic abuse because of the parent and child
relationship. Women described being hesitant to do anything that would result in
negative consequences for their children.

Senior immigrant women have no authority and agency over the life
they want to spend. They are considered a burden on children. Not

being educated and able to dictate their own terms, whatever assets
they possessed become their children's property.

Senior women can be seen as not understanding [or] having the
need to access money.

[I feel] sadness and confusion as the abuse is coming from my son.

I do not want to harm him though as he is my son.

Women indicated that, at times, multiple family members witnessed or were aware
of the economic abuse. Women also shared that over time, other family members
adopted, minimized or normalized the abusive behaviors.

All of them knew about it, the two sons and their wives tried to
minimize it, said it was not a big deal, why was I making a big deal

out of it.

When he got married, his wife treated me the same way as well.
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Women stated that they had experienced economic abuse from different people at
different times in their lives. For example, one woman reported that she had
experienced economic control by her husband throughout their marriage. Since
moving to Canada, she had experienced economic control by her adult children.

Women and service providers described various forms of economic abuse, including
control of finances, coerced fraud, exploitation and the withholding of basic needs.
Women and service providers also discussed isolation of senior immigrant women
as a common form of abuse. Women reported that their money had been withheld
from them by their adult children. Women also described not having access to
money because their adult children or partners kept their bank cards or because
their money was put into a bank account that was not in their name. One woman
described being provided an allowance. Women shared that physical force and
emotional manipulation was used to obtain control. One woman shared she was not
often aware when her adult children were using her bank card.

Many women and service providers spoke about abusers taking loans, opening bank
accounts and applying for benefits in women’s names. Service providers described
that senior immigrant women were not always aware of the nature of the documents
that they were being asked to sign. One woman explained that she was forced to
sign documents by her family members. Women reported that their adult children
would take advantage of their lack of knowledge or understanding of systems. For
example, one woman explained that her adult son would accompany her to meetings
with Ontario Works. She explained that her son had told her she was only eligible
for income support to help with her medical expenses. It was not until she started
working with a service provider that she realized that she was eligible for and had
been receiving income support. The income support was being directed to an
account that was set up in her name but that she was not aware of.

Women and service providers spoke about abusers withholding necessities,
including food, clothing, access to transportation. One woman explained that her
access to medication and food had been restricted by her children. The woman
shared that her illness had deteriorated as a result which had permanent impact on
her vision.

I don’t have anything to eat the whole month, I am about to lose my
vision as I only eat macaroni which is not good for my [illness].

He doesn’t allow me to do any chores at home, doesn’t allow me to
have what I want from the fridge or touch anything.

Isolation was described by service providers as both a key cause and a consequence
of economic abuse. Service providers described isolation as an intentional type of
abuse used by abusers to maintain economic control. For example, service providers
recounted experiences of family members isolating senior immigrant women to
prevent the women from learning about their rights or receiving support. Tactics
used to isolate women included sabotaging women’s efforts to be more financially
independent, such as preventing women from learning English or seeking work.
Service providers highlighted examples of family members making it difficult for
women to create social relationships and support networks in the community.

Isolation was a common theme among interviews with women as well. For example,
one woman explained that the abuser would act aggressively towards people who
could come to the house or slander her in the community to further isolate her.
Women reported various ways in which abuse was used to increase their
dependence on the abuser. For example, one woman shared that the abuser would
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Son always tries to isolate me, with me in the apartment. If someone
visits, is aggressive to them and tries to push people away from me.

My son was saying bad stuff about me to everyone and tried to push
people away from me so I cannot get any help.

accompany them to all meetings and act as their interpreter. The woman reported
that information was misrepresented, but that this was their only source of
information.

A common experience shared by women and service providers was the exploitation
of senior immigrant women. Women described being used for child care and
household work in the homes of their families. Women reported that some people
see care work and household chores, such as caring for grandchildren, as either a
gendered role and expectation or as exploitative and abusive. Women and service
providers described that caring for grandchildren was normalized and expected
across many households and often became exploitative. One service provider
reported they had found and offered subsidized child care for a family to alleviate
the grandparent of these duties. In this case, the parent had refused the offer,
stating that it was the role of the grandmother to care for the grandchildren. The
service provider described incidents in which emotional abuse is used against
clients to ensure free care is provided.

I was happy to [look after the grandchildren] but sometimes feel
tired, but push myself as living for free there.

Most service providers spoke about the impact of exploitation on senior immigrant
women. Service providers described witnessing the isolation and lack of agency
among their clients who were expected to provide most of the child care for their
families. Service providers described the feelings of hopelessness, depression and
resignation among their clients. They also shared the levels of tiredness among
senior immigrant women being exploited to provide free child care and other forms
of care work.

Most seniors were sponsored by their children or grandchildren to
come to Canada. Therefore, they listen to them as gratitude.

Taking care of grandchildren. Taking them and bringing them back
from school. Not having enough personal and social time.

Economic abuse was often intertwined with other forms of abuse, including
emotional, psychological, verbal, and physical. For example, one woman experienced
threats and verbal abuse by her adult children when she took steps to stop the
exploitation and move out of the family home. Service providers also described a
variety of threats faced by women, such as the threat of being thrown out of the
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home or the threat to stop the women’s contact with the grandchildren. 

Economic abuse, gender, immigration status and age 

Women and service providers identified the relationship between economic abuse 
and gender, immigration status and age. Gender roles and norms related to money 
and decision-making were mentioned as key contributors to economic abuse. In 
addition, the expectation of men as the breadwinner and women as responsible for 
care work were described as both reinforcing and hiding economic abuse. For 
example, service providers reported that in some contexts, women are not expected 
to have a role in financial decision-making or not believed to be responsible for 
bringing in income. 

The experiences of immigration as well as immigration policies were described by 
service providers and women as exacerbating financial dependency and isolation. 
Women described the experience of immigrating to Canada as correlating to a
transition from financial control to financially dependent. Language barriers, a lack 
of knowledge of systems, a loss of support networks and the lack of economic 
opportunities were noted as additional enablers to economic abuse. For example, 
one woman reported that because of language barriers and a lack of knowledge of 
Canadian systems, her abuser regularly acted as her interpreter and as the source of 
all of her information on her rights. The dependencies and isolation often created by 
the experience of immigration also made it more difficult for women to leave 
abusive situations. 

Age was also discussed as a cause of and a contributing factor to experiences of 
economic abuse. Service providers and women described ageist ideas that senior 
women are not in need of money or capable of managing money. Age-associated 
barriers to senior immigrant women’s financial independence included barriers to 
work. 

Impacts of economic abuse

The impacts and consequences of economic abuse discussed by service providers 
and participants included emotional, psychological, physical impacts on senior 
immigrant women. Other impacts included a loss to women’s social connections and
an increased risk of poverty. Women and service providers reported that senior 
immigrant women often feel trapped, hopeless and helpless when experiencing 
economic abuse. Other feelings reported included sadness and fear. 

The impacts on women’s social connections were a common theme across both 
service providers and women. In some cases, women reported that they were not 
able to see anyone except for their abusive spouses and family members. The lack 
of access to money or how money can be spent was directly associated to women’s 
social connections. Service providers and women described examples of how a lack 
of control over money or financial decisions was directly correlated to how a person 
could spend their time. 

Women and service providers discussed the impact of economic abuse on women’s 
economic security. The abuse often resulted in a loss of employment, a loss of 
money and savings and coerced debt. They spoke of experiences of living in poverty 
without access to income and basic needs.

Seeking support for economic abuse

Women and service providers identified significant and cumulative barriers to senior 
immigrant women seeking help for abuse or obtaining greater financial security. 
Women and service providers explained that language and a lack of culturally 
competent services created barriers to help seeking. Limited Canadian employment 
experience, combined with a lack of recognition for existing
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qualifications or education, was reported as a key obstacle to women’s employment.
The lack of knowledge of services and rights in a new country was also reported as
a barrier to accessing services. Women and service providers shared that without
knowledge of local services, women did not know where to start to find help. This
was described as being further exacerbated by isolation, language barriers and a
reliance on abusive sponsors for information.

One participant shared that she did not seek financial assistance in the form of
income support as she did not have these income supports available in the country
that she had immigrated from. Women also described not understanding how
financial services, such as banks, in Canada operated.

No one gave me any information about financial support services.

A couple of women discussed concerns around confidentiality of services and
potential unwanted consequences for the abuser. For example, one woman
described that while the behaviour she experienced from her child was abusive, it
was still her child. Because of this, she did not want them to be punished for the
abuse. Service providers also shared that fear of disruptions to immigration
processes can prevent disclosures of abuse or help seeking from senior immigrant
women.

Often times the immigrant women are unaware of their rights and are
worried that they may lose their immigration status if they do

anything.

Service providers and participants explained that senior immigrant women might
choose to manage their situation and find ways to cope due to the isolation and
barriers they experience. Some women and service providers shared that survivors
may normalize and accept the situation. Service providers and participants shared
that a lack of access to money can create a barrier to accessing services. For
example, one woman shared that a lack of money from her partner made it difficult
for her to access an employment centre. Mobility barriers, due to disability or health
issues, were described as another challenge to accessing services and support.

0 2 4 6

Language

Transportation

Lack of knowledge of services

Lack of culturally sensitive services

Shame/fear

Safety

In your experience, what are some of the main barriers to senior
immigrant women accessing help?
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Service providers shared that senior immigrant women may prefer to access help
and resources in their local communities, including from faith organizations or
senior groups. Services could improve engagement by targeted outreach at places
where senior immigrant women frequent, even in their isolation. Services that are
available in their own language and near their home were other key factors
mentioned. Service providers identified that effective practice for supporting women
experiencing economic abuse included sharing knowledge on women’s rights and
the resources that are available to them. Both women and service providers
stressed the importance of access to financial resources and housing.

Service providers also expressed an interest in further knowledge for themselves on
economic abuse, including identifying economic abuse and how economic abuse
manifests in different cultures and contexts. In addition, service providers reported
that knowledge on resources for addressing economic abuse would be helpful.

Understanding some of the trends of economic abuse among the
different cultures. Having more information will help me know what are

the right questions to ask, especially if it is a culture where financial
abuse is more accepted as normal or because it is a family issue they

would not seek support/help.

Women and service providers identified the need for multiple and wrap around
services for senior immigrant women experiencing economic abuse. Women may
require support with achieving financial independence, such as obtaining bank
accounts, support with navigating systems and accessing income supports. Women
may also need support with acquiring housing, in addition to income supports, so
they are able to flee the violence.

Discussion
Women and service providers engaged in this research study recounted the complex
and often concealed nature of economic abuse. While the study explored a very
small sample of senior immigrant women’s experiences, there were several common
themes across the research. Furthermore, the experiences shared by women and
service providers mirrored the key themes found across literature on economic
abuse among senior immigrant women.

Economic abuse among senior immigrant women is impacted by gender, age and
immigration experience. As a result of these intersecting factors, economic abuse
among senior immigrant women has unique risk factors. Norms related to gender,
age and money often reinforce economic dependency and abusive behaviours.
Additionally, immigration experiences and structures create financial dependencies
between women and their families. Women and service providers across the
research discussed that economic abuse was often perpetrated by adult children
and was often in the form of exploitation of care work. These factors are not only
unique to senior immigrant women but also pose complex barriers to women
establishing safety and economic independence.

Women and service providers spoke about the importance of addressing women’s
isolation and access to services, especially wrap around services that are
responsive to the intersecting needs that senior immigrant women have. Increasing
women’s knowledge of their rights and the resources available was also discussed
as critical for women establishing financial independence. Service providers also
discussed the importance of building capacity of services and communities to
identifying economic abuse and understanding the supports available for those
experiencing it.
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