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INTRODUCTION
Many of us find managing our finances difficult 
at the best of times, but these challenges are 
often amplified if you’ve experienced domestic 
and family violence, including financial abuse. 
It can be very confronting to be worried about 
money all the time - wondering how you’ll pay 
for bills or keep a roof over your head. For many 
survivors of abuse, it also feels very isolating.

You’re not alone. Perhaps you’ve already taken 
the first step towards securing a better future 
for yourself. You may need time, support and 
the right advice to help you move forward and 
reclaim your life, but you can do it - and we’re 
here to help.

This series of guides from Ruby Connection, 
produced by Westpac’s Davidson Institute, is 
designed to give you the tools and information 
you need to navigate through this difficult time, 
help you regain your financial independence 
and rebuild your life, free from abuse.

There are three guides in this series:

1. A guide to protecting yourself from 
financial abuse.

2.  A guide to regaining your financial 
independence.

3. A guide to rebuilding your financial future.
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Financial abuse is common in many instances 
of domestic and family violence – according to 
a report on economic abuse, “the population-
weighted prevalence of economic abuse 
between intimate partners in Australia was 
11.5%” with it impacting women far more than 
men. If you’ve experienced it, you already know 
how demoralising and traumatic it can be. It’s 
a tactic that abusers use for control, and it 
typically involves preventing access to money 
or other financial resources. It’s sometimes 
called the ‘hidden’ side of domestic violence, 
so being aware of the signs and knowing how 
to free yourself from it is an important step in 
rebuilding your life.

The information in this guide is intended to 
offer general help for anyone in an abusive 
relationship. If you need specific advice for your 
situation, please contact a domestic violence 
advocate or support service listed in the 
Essential Resources section on page 15.

The information in this guide covers:

• Financially abusive relationships

• Financial safety 

• Divorce and child support

• Disclosing abuse

• Privacy 

WHAT IS FINANCIAL ABUSE?
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Understanding financial abuse

Financial abuse is extremely common in 
domestic violence situations – nearly 16% of 
Australian women experience it. Like other 
forms of abuse, it’s designed to gain power and 
control over you. The goal is ultimately to trap 
you in the relationship. What many of us don’t 
realise, though, is that this pattern of behaviour 
meets the definition of domestic violence.

Financial abuse can happen to anyone. It’s 
not based on income, education or level of 
independence. But the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics found women are more likely to 
experience this kind of control and coercion in a 
relationship.

It can be obvious, violent and threatening - such 
as your partner restricting you from working 
or spending money, or monitoring the money 
you do spend. However, financial abuse often 
begins subtly and progresses over time, with 
the abuser gradually taking control over bank 
accounts and financial transactions and any 
decisions relating to money.

Financial abuse in relationships

Because financial abuse is all about controlling 
access to money and other resources, there 
are lots of ways it can present in a relationship. 
Financial abuse might include:

• Taking complete control of the family’s 
finances.

• Restricting access to bank accounts.

• Providing little to no allowance and 
monitoring how money is spent.

• Forbidding you to work.

• Taking your pay and preventing access to it.

• Stealing your identity, money or property.

• Using your credit card without permission.

• Refusing to work or contribute to 
household expenses.
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Checklist: Are you in a financially abusive relationship?

It’s not always easy to recognise whether you’re in a financially abusive relationship - in some 
cases, it might be a trusted friend or family member who points it out to you. Here’s a list of 
questions to ask yourself if you suspect it’s happening to you.

If you answered yes to one or more of these questions then you may be in a financially abusive 
relationship.

Please keep reading this module, as it provides strategies to help you understand your situation 
and empower you to regain control over your finances.

Is your partner… YES NO

Stealing money from you or your family? 

Forcing you to give them access to your money or financial accounts?

Making you feel as though you don’t have a right to know any details about 

money or household decisions?

Making financial or investment decisions that affect you or your family without 

consulting or reaching an agreement with you?

Refusing to include you in important meetings with banks, financial planners or 

retirement specialists?

Forbidding you to work, or to attend school or training sessions?

Forcing you to file false tax claims or other legal/financial documents?

Forcing you to apply for a credit card or personal loan in your name, against 

your wishes?

Withholding physical resources such as food, clothing, medication or shelter 

from you?

Forcing you to work in a family business for little or no pay?

Refusing to work to help support the family?

Interfering with your performance at work? This could include frequent phone 

calls, emails or visits to your workplace.

Forcing you to turn over your benefit or public assistance payments?

Threatening to falsely report you for ‘cheating’ on your benefits so they will be 

cut off?

Forcing you to cash in, sell or sign over any financial assets or inheritance you 

own? This could include shares or property.

Forcing you to agree to a power of attorney? This would enable your partner to 

legally sign documents without your knowledge or consent.
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Julie’s* story: Recovering from 
debt and rebuilding

“I married Bill when I was 21 and for many 
years he controlled every aspect of our lives. 
He managed all our bank accounts, paid all the 
bills – and I actually had to ask for permission 
to shop for food, buy clothes or stock up on 
household supplies. He was also controlling 
about how I cared for our kids, and criticised 
me for the way I parented. Over time, living that 
way just became my new ‘normal’.

“However, after 15 years I’d had enough. I was 
very unhappy and wanted to be free from his 
control - so I left. It wasn’t easy; I didn’t know 
where to turn to at first. I was lucky I had friends 
who helped me locate a domestic violence 
shelter, and I met an advocate there who helped 
me make plans to rebuild a life for myself and 
the kids.

“My application for an apartment was a step 
towards that, so when my application was 

denied due to a poor credit rating it was a blow. 
I didn’t understand why it was happening until 
my advocate helped me access my credit report 
– and I learnt I was liable for more than $30,000 
of debt. Bill had apparently put business 
loans in my name and he hadn’t made regular 
repayments. On top of the pressure of caring 
for myself and the kids I was also suddenly 
responsible for this huge debt and needed to 
rebuild my credit rating.

“I know my story isn’t uncommon. Many 
domestic violence survivors go through what I 
went through (or worse), but there are people, 
programs and organisations out there who are 
willing and ready to help. I pushed past this 
setback and I was able to recover financially 
over time. It took a lot of help, hard work, focus 
and never giving up – despite the challenges, of 
which there were many. But today, I’m in a much 
better financial position. More importantly, I 
have my independence back.”

*This is a fictional story based on real life experiences.
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If you’re in an abusive or violent relationship, the first step is to ensure you and your family are 
physically safe. The second step is to make a plan. This is one way to help keep you and your family 
safe – and to start, you’ll want to connect with support services near you.

FINANCIAL SAFETY PLANNING

Two great tools for domestic and family violence (DFV) survivors

1800RESPECT – 1800 737 732. This is the national sexual assault 
and domestic family violence counselling service. It’s open 24/7 
and offers confidential advice and support to those impacted by 
assault, violence and abuse. https://www.1800respect.org.au

Daisy – Daisy is an app made by 1800RESPECT to connect 
women to support near them. The Daisy app can link to service 
phone numbers and websites, which can be accessed from within 
the app, so they don’t show in browser history. There is also 
information on what to expect when contacting a service. 

https://www.1800respect.org.au/daisy
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Start saving right away

STEP 3

What should you do if you’re being financially abused?

Assess your relationship 
with money

STEP 1

Find out about your 
assets and liabilities

Seek financial independence  
one step at a time

STEP 2

STEP 4

Build your own financial 
independence

The following four steps will help you get 
started so you can secure both your financial 
future and your financial freedom.

Step 1: Assess your relationship with money

If you’ve been in a financially abusive situation, 
how do you feel about money? Do you doubt 
your ability to manage your finances, find work 
or provide for your children? If so, there’s a 
good chance your abuser may have wanted 
you to feel this way – and probably tried to 
disempower you financially to maintain control 
over you. Over time, financial abuse can 
destroy your confidence and make it harder 
for you to leave or feel like you’ll be okay if 
you do.

If that sounds familiar, please know that 
gaining financial confidence is within your 
reach. You may simply need access to the 
right information, assistance and support 
to successfully manage your money – and, 
once armed with the right tools, you can 
work towards setting and meeting your own 

financial goals.

If you’re currently still in the relationship, 
you may or may not choose to leave – it’s 
completely up to you. But whatever you 
decide, financial safety planning is critical. 
Although there’s no perfect way to guarantee 
your financial safety, you can take steps to 
increase your options.

Step 2: Find out about your assets and 
liabilities

Information is power, so it’s critical that you 
safely gather as much financial data as you 
can. That might mean credit card statements, 
writing down key information such as bank 
account numbers and finding out how much is 
in all accounts (if you can).

It’s common for abusive partners to hide 
information about assets, bank accounts and 
liabilities/debts. If you find financial documents, 
make copies and hide them in a safe place. 
One possible hiding place is a safety deposit 
box – many banks have them and you can rent 
one for a small fee to store documents safely 
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without telling your partner. You can also store 
copies at a friend’s or family member’s house.

Other documents that should be stored in a 
safe place include:

• Copies of marriage and birth certificates 
and passports.

• Copies of bank and credit card statements.

• Copies of any benefits (public assistance, 
retirement) or insurance coverage (medical, 
auto, life).

Is there property that you own jointly with your 
partner – such as a home, cars or furniture? 
Make a list of everything you own together and 
consider taking photos of them. Ideally, you 
want to be able to show that these assets were 
part of your home, so include children, family or 
friends in the photos if you can (these pictures 
can be very helpful if you decide to leave the 
relationship).

Step 3: Start saving right away

It’s common for abusers to prevent their 
partner from having any money of their own, 
so start finding ways to save some cash for 
yourself. This financial buffer could be used for 
emergencies, or if you need to escape on short 
notice.

While saving money your partner doesn’t know 
about can be a challenge, it is possible. Here are 
three ways to start building your nest egg:

1. Open a bank account: This should be a 
personal account your partner is unaware 
of. Ask the bank to send the statements 
to a safe mailing address, or have them 
emailed to your own private email account 
(only if you know it’s safe to do so).

2. Save all change: When you’re at the 
supermarket or out and about, get into 
the habit of stashing away the change 
from your purchases and keeping it in a 
safe place, or depositing it in your secret 
account. It may also be a good idea to sell 
items online – but only if you can do so 
safely and without being detected. These 
small amounts will add up over time.

3. Save raises or bonuses: If your employer 
gives you a raise or bonus, or you receive 
money from family, deposit the additional 
money straight into your secret account.

Leaving the relationship to find your partner 
has drained your joint bank accounts is not 
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uncommon – it’s actually a very powerful 
method abusers use to regain control. For 
this reason, you may wish to seek advice on 
transferring at least half of the money into your 
secret account just prior to leaving, so you have 
the means to take care of yourself and your 
children.

However, if you do take funds from a jointly 
held account when leaving a relationship, make 
sure you keep receipts or track how the funds 
are spent. This is essential in case a judge or 
court asks you to show how the money was 
used – and it’s especially true when children 
are involved. Bear in mind though that some 
joint accounts require both parties to approve 
a payment or transfer, in which case it may be 
more prudent to seek assistance first.

Step 4: Seek financial independence one step 
at a time

If you’ve never checked your credit score,  
now’s a good time to do it – it’s what lenders 

look at to determine if they’re able to lend 
you money or extend your credit. Opening a 
personal bank account (if you haven’t already) 
and applying for a credit card also ensures you 
have your own personal credit history.

TIP: In module 3, we’ll cover more about how 
credit works.

These are four steps to help prepare you for 
leaving your financially abusive relationship. It’s 
also a good idea to seek help from a domestic 
violence advocate. They can give you additional 
guidance and advice as you prepare for 
personal and financial independence from an 
abusive partner.

There’s one more thing you may want to 
consider at this stage: filing for an order of 
protection. This is especially important if you’ve 
experienced threats or feel that you’re in 
danger.
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Leaving a relationship can be a dangerous time for domestic violence survivors, and protective 
orders may be a useful tool in keeping you safe during the process.

PROTECTION ORDERS 

What’s a protection order?

If you’re worried someone will be violent 
towards you or harass you, a protection order 
is designed to deter that person from making 
contact with you, from going to your home or 
work, or from threatening you or your property.

Essentially, a protection order is a court order 
signed by a judge to protect a person from 
domestic family violence. There are several 
different types of protection orders, and 
applying for one is a civil procedure, not a 
criminal one.

That means even if the police are involved, 
your application for a protection order doesn’t 
mean the other person is being charged with 
a criminal offence (although, depending upon 
what the other person has done to you, the 
police can lay criminal charges as well).

However, if they break the terms of the order 
then that is a criminal offence.

What can protection orders 
achieve?

Depending on where you’re based, you’ll 
find that each state has its own process and 
requirements. An order of protection may:

• Require a partner to vacate your family 
home.

• Ban a partner from coming to your home or 
workplace.

• Ban a partner from contacting you by 
phone, email or social media.

• Refrain from harassing, threatening, verbally 
abusing or assaulting you or your children.

Leaving a relationship can be a dangerous time 
for domestic violence survivors, and protective 
orders may be a useful tool in keeping you safe 
during the process.
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Protection Orders

Domestic Violence 
Orders

Intervention Orders

Intervention Orders
Protection Orders

Family Violence Orders

Apprehended  
Violence Orders

Violence Restraining 
Orders

QLD

NT

SA

VIC
ACT

TAS

NSW

WA

Protection orders around Australia:

Should I apply for a protection 
order?

Making the decision to apply for a protection 
order is a very individual choice. And it’s crucial 
to know that while such orders may act as a 
deterrent to abusers, they can’t guarantee your 
safety or access to economic resources. In some 
cases, protection orders may also make women 
vulnerable to retaliation from the abuser, so it’s 
best to seek advice from a domestic violence 
advocate in your community. These advocates 
are trained to guide you through the pros and 
cons of obtaining an order.

Protection orders are available regardless of 
your immigration status, and they can serve 
as evidence for survivors who are seeking 
legal status. However, abusive partners who 
violate protection orders may affect their own 
immigration status. Lawyers and legal advice 
centres in your area may also be helpful in 
obtaining and understanding a protection order.

*This information should only be used as a 
guide. You should always seek your own advice 
relevant to your individual circumstances.
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It’s your right to live free from fear and to be treated with respect in a relationship. If you’re 
considering leaving an abusive partner, it’s essential to create a safety plan. Along with the 
strategies provided earlier, here are a few other steps to keep in mind while breaking free from a 
dangerous relationship.

STAYING SAFE: YOUR ACTION PLAN

Create a support network

Sometimes, leaving an abusive relationship may 
take several attempts. Reaching out for support, 
whether that’s to a trusted friend, family member 
or a support services worker, is essential.

Have some money saved

See our tips (page 8) on how to start stashing 
away money so you have a buffer before you 
actually decide to leave.

Pack an emergency bag

Pack a change of clothes, some cash, legal 
documents and other important items in a bag 
and store it in a safe place – you may wish to 
keep it at a friend’s or family member’s home so 
if you have to leave in a hurry you can retrieve it 
safely. 

Know where you’re going

There are short-term and long-term housing 
arrangements for survivors of domestic violence, 
and staying in a women’s shelter can give you 
some breathing space to plan out your next 
steps. 

Searching for new housing

One of the biggest questions for domestic 
violence survivors is: where will I live? If the 
abuser has left you with a damaged credit 
history, no credit score at all or limited access 
to funds, this may throw up obstacles in your 
search for new housing.

Housing application tips:

• Supply your own copy of your credit report 
when applying for housing. That way, you 
may be able to avoid your new address 
from showing up on your credit report. If 
you leave, an abuser may use a credit report 
to find you.
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• If you’re getting a roommate, consider 
having the utilities listed in their name. 
This will help limit where your contact 
information can be found.

TIP: You’ll find more information about credit 
reports and credit histories in module 3.

Staying safe online

There are lots of strategies you can use to 
communicate safely online and make a plan to 
leave, if that’s your wish. Here are some ideas.

1. Use a computer that you know is safe 
Computer-savvy abusers may place 
tracking, monitoring or spying software 
on your computer that tracks what you 
search for, passwords you enter and emails 
you send. They may also turn on ‘parental 
controls’ on your computer, making you the 
‘child’ account so that everything you do 
is reported to them. It’s not difficult to do 
either of these things, and if you suspect 
your computer has been compromised, ask 
a computer expert to clean it for you. 
 
It may also be safer to use a device that’s 
less accessible by your abuser, especially if 
you’re looking at sensitive websites related 
to domestic violence services, shelters or 
other support resources. That might mean 
using a work computer, logging on at a 
public library, internet café or women’s 
refuge, or using a computer or phone 
belonging to a trusted friend.

2. Keep your security software updated 
Leaving your computer unprotected is like 
leaving your front door unlocked – never a 
good idea! 
 
If you don’t have up-to-date security 
software installed, make it a priority to 
get some (try AVG for Windows or Intego 
for Mac). There are also some excellent 
free options if cost is an issue. Once 
you’ve downloaded the software, set it to 
automatically update.

3. Clear your internet browser history 
It’s difficult to delete your internet history 
completely, but it can be made less 
accessible. Click on the link that matches 
your browser:

 › Chrome

 › Safari

4. Set up another email account 
Whether you do this on Gmail, Yahoo or 
another cloud-based email program, it’s 
important to create an account with an 
anonymous username and password that 
doesn’t include detailed information about 
yourself. Get into the habit of only using this 
email account on a safe computer.

5. Keep your passwords secure 
If you have a wireless connection, ensure 
it is password-protected with new, strong 
passwords. You may also want to create 
complex passwords for any online accounts 
such as email, banking or Facebook. Avoid 
using personal details such as birthdates or 
family details. Never share your passwords 
with anyone or create a hardcopy of them 
that your abuser might find – instead, 
install a cloud-based password safe such 
as 1Password or LastPass and make the 
‘master’ password as complex as possible.

6. Communicate online with caution 
While Facebook and other social media 
sites can be a supportive lifeline, be aware 
that emails and messages sent via these 
platforms and instant-messaging services 
can be tracked and recorded. Always log 
out of websites and social platforms after 
communicating online. If possible, restrict 
the digital trail you leave, just in case your 
abuser is somehow monitoring you without 
your knowledge. 

6 online safety tips.

1. Use a computer that you know 
is safe.

2. Keep your security software up 
to date.

3. Clear your internet browser 
history.

4. Set up a private email account.

5. Keep your passwords safe.

6. Use caution when 
communicating on social media.
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Staying safe at work

If you’re unsure whether you should tell your 
employer what’s going on, that’s completely 
understandable. You may feel ashamed or 
worried that if you speak up, it could affect 
your job or future employment. However, please 
know that there’s legislation in place to protect 
and support domestic violence survivors. If it’s 
safe and appropriate to do so, you may wish to 
consider the following:

• Provide your supervisor and company 
security with a copy of your protection 
order, if you have one.

• Provide your employer’s security and 
reception staff with a photograph of your 
partner.

• Ask security to escort you to and from the 
parking lot or to public transportation.

• Screen your phone calls.

• Consider changing your work schedule and 
travel patterns to and from work.

• Save threatening emails, voicemails, letters 
and gifts. If you choose to go through the 
legal system, this evidence will be helpful. If 
you have a protection order, document any 
problems that arise. This will help you prove 
that your partner or ex-partner is violating 
the order.

• Get a donated phone from your local 
domestic violence shelter. This will provide 
you with another way to contact help or 
emergency services, if needed.
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Whether you’re seeking emergency accommodation, phone counselling or legal and financial 
support, this factsheet includes a range of resources that are available locally and nationwide.

FACTSHEET 1: ESSENTIAL RESOURCES

General support
• 1800RESPECT provides access to telephone or online counselling, information on safety 

planning, and tips on how to support someone who is experiencing domestic and family 
violence. Call 1800 737 732.

• Lifeline provides Australians experiencing a personal crisis with 24-hour crisis support and 
suicide-prevention services. Call 13 11 14.

Local support
• ACT – Domestic Violence Crisis Service (DVCS) – 02 6280 0900 (24/7)

• NSW – Domestic Violence Line – 1800 656 463 (24/7)

• NT – Domestic Violence Crisis Line – 1800 019 116 (24/7)

• QLD – DV Connect Womensline – 1800 811 811 (24/7)

• SA – Women’s Safety Services – 1800 800 098 (24/7)

• TAS – Family Violence Response Referral Line – 1800 633 937 (24/7)

• VIC – Safe Steps Family Violence Response Centre – 1800 015 188 (24/7)

• WA – Women’s Domestic Violence Helpline – 1800 007 339 (24/7)

Additional counselling support
• Relationships Australia provides support groups and counselling on relationships, and for 

abusive and abused partners. To be connected to the nearest Relationships Australia provider, 
call 1300 364 277.

• Aboriginal Family Domestic Violence Hotline Victims Services has a dedicated contact line 
for Aboriginal victims of crime who would like information on victims’ rights, how to access 
counselling and financial assistance. Call 1800 019 123 (8am-6pm NSW time Mon-Fri).

• The Victims Access Line provides free counselling and financial assistance for victims of crime 
in NSW. Call 1800 633 063 or the Aboriginal contact line on 1800 019 123. Both operate 9am-
5pm NSW time, Mon-Fri (excluding public holidays).

Legal and financial support
• National Debt Helpline – 1800 007 007 (Weekdays: 9.30am to 4.30pm NSW time)

• Legal Aid NSW – 1300 888 529

• Legal Aid ACT – 1300 654 314

• Legal Aid QLD – 1300 651 188

• Legal Aid VIC – 1300 792 387

• Legal Aid WA – 1300 650 579
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https://www.relationships.org.au/
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https://www.legalaidact.org.au/
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• Legal Aid Commission of Tasmania – 1300 366 611

• Legal Services Commission of SA – 1300 366 424

• Northern Territory Legal Aid Commission – 1800 019 343

Support for men
• Mensline Australia is a telephone and online counselling service offering support for Australian 

men anywhere, anytime. Call 1300 789 978.

• No To Violence works with men who use family violence, and the sector that supports them to 
change their abusive and violent behaviour. Call 1300 766 491.

Support for children
• Child Protection Helpline – 132 111 (24/7)

• Kids Helpline Provides free, private and confidential telephone and online counselling service 
specifically for young people aged between 5 and 25 in Australia. Call 1800 551 800 (24/7)

• Australian Childhood Foundation Counselling for children and young people affected by 
abuse. Call 1300 381 581 (9am–5pm, NSW time Mon–Fri).
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If you’re married with children and living in an abusive relationship, one of the biggest decisions 
you’ll face is whether or not you should file for divorce.

Consulting a lawyer is the first step – good legal advice is essential and can be empowering if 
you’re not sure of your rights or the best legal course of action for your situation. Some lawyers 
will offer free or low-cost initial consultations to domestic and family violence survivors. You can 
also seek out free Legal Aid in your state. 

DIVORCE AND CHILD SUPPORT

What you need to bring to a 
lawyer

If you decide to leave, your partner may try to 
stop you from accessing financial information – 
so try to gather as much data as possible before 
you meet with your lawyer. You may wish to 
take some or all of the following with you:

• Past income tax returns.

• One of your own pay statements if you’re 
working, and one of your partner’s pay 
statements (if you can access this).

• Copies of your partner’s employee-benefit 
statement (if you can access this).

• Your wish list of the assets you’d like to 
keep.

• Other key personal documents like your 
will, tax returns and citizenship or residency 
documentation.

Before meeting your lawyer, it’s a good idea 
to also make a list of your possessions. Include 

things such as your home, car and furniture. List 
these in three categories:

1. Items that are yours, 

2. Items that are your partner’s; and 

3. Items you bought while in the relationship.

Figuring out your living expenses

Leaving a long-term relationship can be an 
overwhelming decision, especially as your 
financial status is likely to change dramatically. 
Being prepared helps, so it’s a good idea to 
work out a budget so you have a rough idea 
of your anticipated expenses. You can do this 
by estimating your current living expenses, 
factoring in the cost of housing, food and other 
essentials. If you have children, include any 
money you’ll spend on them too.

You may not be able to maintain your current 
lifestyle. If so, consider cutting back on 
expenses or try to find an additional source of 
income.
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Abusive partners may try to stop you leaving 
by telling you that you won’t have access to 
money or assets you purchased together. Please 
know, any divorce settlement will include a 
division agreement. This will include both assets 
(property) and liabilities (debt). Some of the 
common assets that must be divided include 
your home, savings, retirement plans and 
household items.

Divorce and self-representation

Every situation is different and no advice 
we provide here will be applicable to every 
individual. That’s why it’s important to seek out 
independent legal advice from a professional 
who can provide support according to your 
specific circumstances.

You may also find additional help through our 
Divorce and separation support guide, created 
in conjunction with Rachael Scharrer from 
Divorce Answered.

Finding a lawyer

Finding a lawyer with the right credentials 
is key. It’s preferable to seek advice from an 
accredited family lawyer, as they have been 
trained in the nuances of divorce where one of 
the parties has survived domestic and family 
violence.

Other options may include:

• Legal Aid: A government funded, free or 
minimal contribution legal service. There 

is an application process to assess the 
suitability of your case and whether you 
meet the stringent criteria for Legal Aid.

• Community, women’s and Indigenous 
legal groups: These not-for-profit groups 
are designed to offer legal assistance 
to economically, culturally or socially 
disadvantaged and people with special 
needs, however the assistance you can 
obtain is generally limited.

• Paid professional family lawyer: Seeking 
legal advice is strongly encouraged to 
ensure that you understand your rights 
and obligations throughout the family law 
process. Depending on your circumstances, 
you may like to take advantage of 
‘first free consultations’, fixed-fee legal 
representation, limited scope representation 
or full-service representation. It’s important 
when you meet with a family lawyer that 
you discuss and review the cost agreement, 
your budget and ability to fund your lawyer. 
Some lawyers may allow delayed payment 
out of the financial settlement, request for 
fees to be paid upfront or for fees to be 
paid as accounts are rendered each month.

Remember that a lawyer works for you. At the 
first meeting, don’t hesitate to ask about their 
experience in working with domestic violence 
cases and their outcomes. Ideally, you want a 
lawyer who has experience and knowledge in 
court cases similar to yours.

18Module 1: A guide to protecting yourself from financial abuse.

https://www.westpac.com.au/help/lifemoments/managing-unplanned-moments/separation-divorce/separation-guide/


Sharing your experience of being abused can 
be very helpful for a survivor, providing support 
and a sense of safety. However, it’s important 
to consider carefully who you share this very 
personal information with. Not everyone 
will know how to deal with such sensitive 
information or respond in the way you hope 
they will.

Considering the potential consequences is 
key, so trust your instincts. If you’re unsure, 
remember that an advocate at your local 
domestic violence program can provide 
confidential guidance and support. They will 
also help you understand the consequences and 
long-term implications of disclosing abuse.

If you’re considering telling people about the 
abuse, remember it may result in:

• People who respond insensitively and 
blame you for the situation.

• Discrimination in employment, housing and 
access to services.

• Loss or reduction in public assistance.

• Referral to state child protection agencies.

SHOULD I TELL OTHERS ABOUT 
THE ABUSE?

19Module 1: A guide to protecting yourself from financial abuse.



Reaching out to a community 
organisation

If you decide to disclose abuse, there are 
important things you need to know first:

• Ask your domestic violence advocate for 
a list of community organisations that are 
required by law to report neglect or abuse 
(they’re called ‘mandated reporters’).

• What are their requirements or policies for 
disclosing domestic violence?

• What are the implications of disclosure? 
These include both short- and long-term 
consequences.

• An advocate will help you find out:

 › Why the organisation needs the 
information.

 › Where your records are documented.

 › Who has access to the information.

 › How it will be used.

 › What happens if you don’t disclose the 
information.

Telling an employer

• What is your company’s confidentiality 
program and employee-assistance 
program?

• What are your legal rights to take time 
off, such as policies for extended leave or 
vacation time?

• Does your employer have a partnership 
with a domestic violence program?

• What are the state’s unemployment 
insurance policies? If you have to leave 
your job due to domestic violence, you may 
qualify for benefits.
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There are many issues related to being a 
domestic violence survivor. For most women in 
this situation, the top issue is safety. You may 
want to consider some of the actions below:

• Contact a domestic violence program. Find 
out about transitional housing programs 
and if they’re available in your area.

• Consider getting a PO Box to keep your 
address secure.

• Contact banks, utilities, department store 
credit cards and phone companies and 
place a new or extra password on your 
account.

• Reduce the number of accounts in your 
name, such as utilities. Find housing that 
includes utilities in the monthly rent. If 
you have a roommate, ask them to put 
household bills under their name.

Identify theft

It can be very distressing to suffer identity 
theft. This is a type of fraud that involves 
using someone else’s identity to steal money 
or gain benefits. It can take many forms, from 
fraudulent credit card use to your entire identity 
being stolen and used to open accounts, obtain 
loans and conduct illegal activities.

Fraudsters use a range of techniques, 
including phishing, malicious software or social 
engineering to manipulate you into giving them 
personal or sensitive information or send emails 
posing as you. Social engineering refers to 
criminals impersonating a reputable business 
or identity, to manipulate you into giving them 
personal or sensitive information or send emails 
posing as you.

They gather useful information about you from 
the internet, particularly social media sites 
like Facebook, LinkedIn and Twitter, or via 
phishing emails that contain malicious software. 
They also obtain information from business 
publications like annual reports, and even from 
documents thrown in the rubbish.

A fraudster will then use this information to 
establish trust with you via phone, email, instant 
message or even in person to trick you into 
providing sensitive financial information. That’s 
why it’s important that you can identify social 
engineering attempts, ensuring you’re safe 
from identity theft, system attacks or theft of 
confidential information for financial gain.

Want to learn more about identity theft? Check 
out Scamwatch.

YOUR SAFETY AND PRIVACY
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If you’re a Westpac customer, you can also:

Sign up for SMS alerts. Register for Westpac ProtectTM SMS Code and receive SMS alerts to your 
mobile to authorise certain online banking transactions.

Update your details if moving. Call us on 132 032 (available 24/7).

1.

2.

3.

6.

4.

7.

5.

8.

Update privacy settings on your social media apps and limit the 
amount of personal info you share online.

Monitor your mailbox. If you notice it’s been tampered with, call 
your bank to add additional security measures to your accounts.

If you’ll be away from home for a period, ask the post office to 
hold your mail or nominate a friend or relative who can collect it.

Shred statements, bills and receipts before throwing them away.

Sign up to eStatements so you can view bills online.

Keep track of bills and statements. If you’re missing one, a thief 
may have taken it.

Give your bank your mobile number. So they can contact you 
if they notice any unusual activity on your accounts.

Set up a special keyword for your bank. This works as like 
an extra layer of security used during telephone banking that 
makes it harder for a fraudster to assume your identity.

8 strategies to protect your identity:
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Family finances can be difficult to manage 
for many couples – but if trust, respect and 
communication exists between you and your 
partner, it’s possible to have a financially healthy 
relationship. Here are some ways couples can 
negotiate their finances together:

• One partner might manage the day-to-day 
finances and bill paying. But both partners 
have access to any financial information.

• Couples may have different values around 
money. But together, they will negotiate to 
create their joint financial goals.

• Couples set plans to meet joint goals and 
support each other throughout the process.

• One partner may earn more income, but 
both partners understand and respect that 
decision-making is equal.

• Both partners have access to their money. 
They don’t need to ask permission or hide 
their day-to-day spending.

• Large or long-term financial decisions are 
made jointly between partners.

• Both partners are honest. Both have access 
to money and know where and how money 
is spent.

Healthy financial relationships are about 
compromise and equality. There’s no room for 
financial abuse in a true partnership. It’s based 
on open communication, and it works towards 
agreement in all financial matters.

WHAT DOES A HEALTHY FINANCIAL 
RELATIONSHIP LOOK LIKE?
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Financial abuse can happen to anyone – and if it’s happening to you, it’s important you know there 
is support and help available.

We hope you’ve found this first module useful. Our other guides in this series will further explore 
how to build a better financial future for yourself.

Other guides in this series

• Module 2: A guide to regaining your financial independence

• Module 3: A guide to rebuilding your financial future

WRAPPING UP

Things you should know: This information does not take into account your personal circumstances and is general 
in nature. It is intended as an overview only and it should not be considered as a comprehensive statement on any 
matter or relied upon as such. You should consider obtaining your own independent financial and/or professional 
advice as appropriate. © Westpac Banking Corporation ABN 33 007 457 141 AFSL and Australian credit licence 
233714. 24
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