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Women aged between 50 and 60 years are usually 
included in statistics or studies of women in the ‘child 
rearing years’ of the 20s, 30s and 40s but this does 
not account for the significant differences in the life 
stages between these age groups. 

Women over 50 do not have as much personal 
choice as is anecdotally understood. In fact, the 
impact of a lifetime of systemic and cultural barriers 
means that even when women get to make choices, 
what is on offer has been heavily limited by others. 

Research on women in their 50s is intrinsically 
linked to the mothering or carer life stage; that is to 
say, it is linked to how much women need to care 
for their children. This in turn has a direct impact 
on their availability for secure paid employment, 
superannuation payments and professional 
development. 

Based on this literature review, the report 
developed the following set of key findings 
about the availability of information about 
Australian women over 50 specifically:

The purpose of this literature review was to examine the availability of literature regarding the 
situation faced by Australian women over the age of 50, particularly in the areas of financial 
security, housing security and caring roles.

Key Findings

Overseas studies have been considered if they were able to 
inform recommendations or steps forward according to the 
Australian-specific findings. The literature sourced included 
academic, government and organisational reports as well as 
relevant media publications.
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With these themes in mind, the following findings outline 
the importance of investing in a focus on this particular age 
cohort. While it is important to look at this age group in 
the broader context of gendered barriers women face to 
accessing preventative solutions around financial security, it is 
also important to acknowledge the need for solutions for their 
immediate experiences.  

In light of emerging statistics and information about the gender 
pay gap, the literature suggests there is growing debate about 
the responsibility that governments and industries need to take 
for countering its long-term impacts:

Women over 65 are the fastest growing homeless 
demographic, and women’s superannuation balances are in a 
much weaker state than their male counterparts due to breaks 
in paid work resulting from child-bearing and child-rearing.

There is little research focusing specifically  on women in the 
years leading up to retirement age – that is, women aged 50 to 
64 years – and the transitions this phase of life presents. Shifts 
from caring for children from infancy to early adulthood into 
caring for elderly parents or partners can put skills and earning 
capacity on hold yet again, creating further financial burdens, 
either forcing early retirement or prolonging retirement age due 
to lack of funds. 

The average length of time job seeking for those unemployed 
over the age of 55 was 68 weeks, largely due to age 
discrimination and a false set of beliefs that this age group 
is ‘out of touch’ or unskilled. However, the evidence suggests 
there are numerous benefits to hiring employees from this age 
group: for example, they tend to stay in the same workplace 
longer and have less time off work. The information available 
was not gender specific though, and therefore, does not always 
recognise that informal (unpaid) care is at its peak for women 
in the 55 - 64 age group - with around 25% of women in this 
age group participating in unpaid care.

Homelessness and low 
to no superannuation

Little research on 
women aged 50 to 64

weeks for a 55 year 
old to find work 

68

Dominant industries in 2017 for women were Health Care and 
Social Assistance, Education and Training, and Retail Trade, 
which are some of the lowest paid sectors that also rely upon 
shift work or hours that are not generally family friendly. In 
the long term, this impacts on women’s earning capacity and 
superannuation.

Women represent just 16% of all employees in emerging STEM 
industries (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) 
which are male dominated; however, government initiatives are 
encouraging young women / girls at school age to pursue their 
interests in these areas, so that more women are seen in these 
workplaces. 

Women comprise 46.9% of the total workforce in Australia, 
but the increasingly casualised labour market sees women 
make up 69.6% of all part time employees, 55.3% of all 
casual employees, and only 35.4% of all full time employees 
. This surge of underemployment means that more than half 
of Australian workers are now without leave entitlements and 
impacts on long term superannuation contributions. 

Specific research into this age group is important as it can help 
with measuring the longer term impacts of certain life events 
(such as childbirth, shifts in paid work, divorce) with the view to 
creating safety nets for these earlier on in women’s lives, before 
they slip into a chronic cycle of instability or poverty.

Family unfriendly,  
low paid shift work

More research needed to 
measure long term impacts

STEM employees are women

35.4%

16%

full timers are women
Only

Only
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Recommendation

Superannuation

Missed income, and therefore reduced long term 
accumulation of superannuation, need to be primary 
considerations for women in welfare policy, particularly 
when assessing single mothers and women who are 
recovering from family violence who are impacted by loss 
of paid work while re-establishing themselves and their 
children.

As the population ages, government and women will 
benefit from contributing to superannuation in recognition 
of women’s unpaid caring work and reproductive labour, to 
reduce the amount of aged pension payments needed in the 
future and allow women to be more engaged with their long 
term financial security at an earlier time.

In light of the dominant role women play bearing 
and raising children in society, there should be no 
minimum income for women to be able to benefit from a 
superannuation guarantee.

Superannuation contributions also need to be made while 
women are participating in entrepreneurial programs such 
as the New Enterprise Incentive Scheme, to counterbalance 
the capital costs incurred in starting up a business, as well 
as offering a form of insurance in term of aged pension 
costs in the long term. 

Housing

Housing affordability needs to be a priority in community 
planning, and designed to support women living in 
communities where they can share both care of children 
and resources. This will, in turn, assist women with achieving 
independence and help build social capital that does not 
rely on income. 

Governments need to invest more in longer term housing for 
women escaping family violence, to reduce the uncertainty 
and consequences that arise from moving around in crisis 
accommodation. This investment needs to come from sources 
at the local, state and federal level.

Recommendations

Recommendation
2

1
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Recommendation

Employment 

Employment and Flexibility
Further advocacy and education are needed to shift the 
traditional, commercial ‘9 to 5’ mindset. Organisations need 
to be supported in actively encouraging all employees, not 
just women, to have a genuinely flexible culture of work so 
that single mothers in particular are not fearful of prioritising 
family needs when required, for fear of losing their jobs or 
encountering resentment from other colleagues. 
  

Employment and Gender Pay Gap
Government needs to work more closely with industry to 
address the gender pay gap.  This issue works two fold. The 
first step is to actually enforce fines or other punitive measures 
on organisations that overtly discriminate through their 
salaries for men and women. Second, senior management, 
boards and government need to acknowledge the unpaid 
reproductive labour of women that enables their own careers, 
and demonstrate this through improvements in policy to 
equalise superannuation and closing the gender pay gap.  

Employment and Discrimination
Further advocacy and education are needed to address 
ageism in the work place. In particular, women need to be 
able to call out gendered ageism in the workplace in safety, 
and that anti-ageism policies are backed up with formal 
incentives for organisations to enforce them.  

Underemployment and Newstart
Currently, incentives are offered to Job Active Agencies, but 
no incentives are offered to the women who are overcoming 
adversity but are yet forced to stay on Newstart; not because 
they are unemployable, but rather, because they are unable 
find long-term secure work. 

Particularly in cases of women who are single parents, 
consideration needs to be given to reducing the mutual 
obligation requirements and punitive nature of the demerit 
system, so they can concentrate on raising their families and 
looking for meaningful work – rather than having to take the 
first job that becomes available, however unsuitable it may 
be. Supporting women to find a way out of a hand-to-mouth 
existence within the workforce, or bridging the gap with 
Newstart, will ultimately reduce government expenditure on 
the age pension as well as long-term income support reliance. 

It is recommended the base rate of Newstart needs to be 
raised by at least $75 per week, a position that’s advocated 
by many (including ACOSS) to realistically assist women to 
meet the cost of living expenses.

It is further recommended that access to Parenting Payment 
Single should revert to being available to women whose 
youngest child is up to the age of 16 or 18. This would allow 
women to prioritise the needs of the family, especially for 
periods of intensive parenting requirements (school holidays, 
children with chronic illness, children with different learning 
abilities, for example). Parenting Payment Single is also 
a higher rate than Newstart, and recognises rather than 
overlooks the unpaid care work of sole mothers. 

3

Recommendation

Further research

Further research is needed into the intersections of women’s 
lives (family, work, housing, financial security, heath, identity 
and geography, for example), where some women are able 
to overcome systemic barriers to become financially secure, 
while others aren’t. Understanding the various combinations 
of social and other capital  that allow some women to 
maintain financial security and independence may assist 
with understanding how to prepare women for their future 
by identifying their strengths and weaknesses before a 
life event occurs that impacts on their long term financial 
security. 

5

Recommendation

Unpaid child support

Currently in Australia, there is over $1 billion owed in 
unpaid child support. The Child Support Agency must 
be able to enforce collection of unpaid child support 
(either underpayment or non-payment) so that women can 
budget effectively with money they have been told they will 
receive. Child support calculations not only assist with the 
cost of children; women also use the expected income to 
assess their availability for paid work around child care 
responsibilities. Currently, the Australian Child Support 
Agency has no collection department and money is only 
taken straight out of payers’ income if it has been requested 
by the payee; however, for many women, this request can 
heighten the risk of retaliatory post separation abuse and 
control by former partners. 

4
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Introduction

The following literature review is divided 
 into two sections: 

 

Part one 
 

Pus a gendered lens on women of working age (18 – 64), 
and where women over 50 fit into this broader context. 

Part two  
 

Attempts to extract what literature is available around 
women aged 50 to 64 in their own right – what challenges 

and skill sets are specific to that group, and what some 
of the key influences are that impact upon their financial 

security and preparedness for retirement.
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Women over 50 in the context 
of working age

1

Part one
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Introduction
While gender equality is high on the media and political 
agenda in Australia, gender norms and stereotypes continue 
to influence and shape women’s lives, choices and agency. 
In particular, traditional ‘women’s work’, including informal 
and low paid caring roles that are directly linked to women’s 
reproductive labour, create barriers to paid work participation. 
This in turn limits their ability to achieve independent financial 
security, and – even for those who are not mothers – their 
ability to build a life that is not somehow defined by traditional 
gender roles. Somewhere along the way, though, the skills 
required to be a carer and/or parent became less valued and 
now can also add a further barrier through discrimination. 
When re-entering the paid work force, some recruiters view time 
out of the work force as leading to depreciated or outdated skill 
sets, and financial hardship is looked upon by income support 
providers as an inability to manage money.

The greatest social indicators of these barriers are the gender 
pay gap, the number of women heading single parent 
households experiencing poverty, and growing poverty and 
homelessness in older women brought about by – sometimes, 
decades – of underperformance in the market economy. The 
social and policy influences of this are outlined in the sections 
ahead.  

Caring roles and ‘the motherhood penalty’
Women spend more time outside of the workforce to care 
for other family members which impacts on their earning 
capacity therefore financial security.  Sometimes labelled as the 
‘motherhood’ or ‘child penalty’ (Yates, S., 2018) the gender 
pay gap for women in their ‘prime child rearing years’ (from 
when the first child is born until the last child becomes a young 
adult) is 40%.  

Analysis by Guyonne Kelb (2018) found that the ‘optimum 
length of paid maternity leave for ensuring women’s continued 
participation in paid labour” was between seven months to a 
year, but according to Criado Perez’s research, these terms are 
not offered by any country in the world.

Contrary to popular perception, informal (unpaid) care is at 
its peak for women in the 55 - 64 age group with just under 
25% of women in this age group participating in unpaid care 
(HILDA 2018).  This is the highest across the population by 
age group, and across genders, and is a key indicator of 
why women start to fall behind financially from the time their 
children are in primary school and when their own parents may 
start to need aged care. For men, the highest percentage of 
informal care takes place in the 75+ age group at 21%, well 
after retirement and their own finances have been determined 
and/or secured.  In most cases, the men are caring for their 
own partners. 

Part one

Women over 50 in the context of women of 
working age

Informal Paid Care in Australia by Age Group & Gender, Australia 2015
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For single parent families, of which 83% are run by women, 
the challenge of achieving financial security is exacerbated by 
external child care availability. Inaccessible, expensive and 
low-quality child care, particularly for women whose work 
doesn’t fit in with ‘office hours’ (such as nursing, midwifery 
and aged care) can mean these women are forced to choose 
between work and unemployment.  These roles are 24/7, and 
while there are no shortages of shift availability as the health 
care sector continues to grow, subsidised overnight care of 
children is still expensive and not readily available (or always 
desirable). Further challenges are created for parents who 
engage in shift or casual work, as childcare is not always 
accessible on the short notice they often receive. 

The more children a single-mother has in her households, the 
less likely she is to be in work at all.  According to a HILDA 
survey on parents’ employment participation by number of 
children and family status (2001 to 2016, pooled), single 
mothers’ full time employment rate is at its highest of 35.5% 
when there is only one child (for single fathers this is 54.7%). 
Unemployment for single mothers is at its highest (55.6%) when 
there are three or more children, where again, the statistics are 
tipped in favour of single fathers at 28.9%. 

More people start up their own businesses as alternative source 
of income when full time employment opportunities are low and 
the flexibility of starting their own business around the children’s 
needs is a more viable alternative to working for someone else 
for some women.  

While being your own boss can be empowering and satisfying 
on some levels, it can also be problematic for women, in 
particular as superannuation contributions become their 
responsibility to pay themselves. When there are often more 

Bringing skills to the table while prioritising family 
responsibility
Our current economy is often described as a ‘gig economy’, 
as permanent paid employment becomes increasingly 
outweighed by shorter-term contract roles and the scramble for 
any paid ‘gig’ that will assist with meeting immediate material 
needs.  While more women are working than before, they 
are not necessarily working as many hours, or under ideal 
circumstances. 

“Since the 1996 Census, the proportion of 
mothers who are active in the workforce 
has increased from 46.1 per cent to 53.4 
per cent. Mothers are increasingly likely to 
be employers or self-employed, with this 
percentage rising from 3.9 per cent to 6.7 
per cent in the last 20 years.”2   

2 From an ABS Media Release in celebration of Mother’s Day, May 2018, https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/mediareleasesbyReleaseDate/168BFDA0C45F98A-
8CA258288001A58C5?OpenDocument

immediate needs for income earned, such as meeting the cost 
of living, these superannuation contributions are less likely to 
be made. For fledgling companies, and even those who are 
offering a service that does not have significant overheads, 
immediate priorities for financial expenditure are more likely 
to be meeting the needs of children and maintaining a roof 
over the family’s head. This is especially true in single parent 
households who may be emerging from a period of financial 
instability that lead to becoming self-employed. Clearly, 
choosing self-employment - with all the benefits and flexibility 
that offers - can still disadvantage women in the long term by 
impacting upon their superannuation.

Despite taking time out to have children and be carers, single 
mothers on average have higher levels of education than 
single fathers (Wolfinger, E, 2019). Despite these capabilities 
and increased competitive edge through their education, 
single mothers receiving income support are still face highly 
conditional and punitive mutual obligations under the watchful 
eye of Job Network agencies and Centrelink. “Then there 
are the 11 4,800 mums who work, study and care for their 
children under the age of 15 at the same time.” (Wolfinger, E, 
2019) For many women who are in their 40s there is a return 
to university or other education which has a twofold effect of 
giving flexibility for family commitments while upskilling for 
greater earning potential when returning to careers. 

“According to the 2016 Census, full-time working mothers were 
most commonly employed in primary or secondary education, 
hospitals, and aged care. The most common occupation for 
mothers working full-time was as a general clerk performing 
administrative duties. For those working part-time, most were 
employed as sales assistants. This is unchanged from 2011.” 
(ABS).
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Statistics released by the Australian Parliamentary Library3  
confirm the dominant industries in 2017 for women are 
Health Care and Social Assistance, Education and Training 
and Retail Trade (see Figure 1 below), which correspond with 
the traditional caring roles of women in the homes. What the 
data does not inform though, is whether these careers are a 
product of nature or nurture – although there has been much 
theorising in the area. We are seeing a shift in schools and 
in the work place, where women are being encouraged to 
enter more traditionally male dominated industries such as 
the STEM (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) 
sector. According to the Foundation for Young Australians, 
women currently make up only 16% of employees in Australia’s 

On a global scale, the Diversity Council Australia’s Older 
Women Matter 2017 report shows Australian women aged 
55-64 have the lowest participation rates in the paid workforce 
across the OECD countries of 54.9% (see Figure 2).  The 
broader economic impact of this means that Australian 
women are ultimately less robust in retirement than their OECD 
counterparts. According to the report, if Australia had the 
same participation rates of women aged 55+ as New Zealand 
(69.8%), GDP in 2012 would have been 4% higher. Further 
research into why Australian participation rates are lower than 
even our closest neighbour may assist in determining ways to 
assist more women into work participation if they wish.  

The labour market 

STEM fields. Greater participation by women in this sector is 
being promoted by the government through their Advancing 
Women in STEM initiative, which aims to address the disparity 
between women’s and men’s participation in the sector. The 
initiative states that “factors such as bias and stereotyping, 
career insecurity, a lack of flexible work arrangements, and 
lack of female role models have been demonstrated to greatly 
influence girls and women’s decisions to enter and remain 
in STEM education and careers”. As a growth area in the 
Australian market however, it is imperative that women are not 
only supported to enter into this sector but that their gendered 
needs are met to keep them in it. 

According to the Workplace Gender Equality Agency women comprise 46.9% of the total workforce 
in Australia. The increasing casualised labor market sees women make up 69.6% of all part time 
employees, 55.3% of all casual employees, and only 35.4% of all full time employees. This surge of 
underemployment means that “more than half of Australian workers are now without leave entitlements”  
Carney, T., & Sandford, J., 2018 

3 https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamen-
tary_Library/pubs/rp/rp1718/Quick_Guides/EmployIndustry
4 https://www.fya.org.au/2018/03/08/women-make-16-australias-stem-fields-
thats-problem/

5 https://www.industry.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-04/advancing-wom-
en-in-stem.pdf
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Child support and other domestic abuses 
According to Access Economics, every victim of domestic 
violence will carry a total lifetime cost of $224,470, including 
in lost superannuation (Ceris et al., 2009). Not only can 
domestic violence interrupt earning potential through disrupted 
paid work, but it can continue with post separation abuse, often 
through financial abuse as the last bastion of control.

Custodial parents who do not receive child support are more 
likely to be socioeconomically disadvantaged . A major gap 
in understanding the full impact of under or unpaid child 
support particularly, is knowledge about the figures related 
to private collection arrangement. When the Child Support 
Agency is responsible for collection, they are able to record 
and report upon outstanding amounts; underpayments or non-
payments often go unreported for various reasons (such as not 
wanting to provoke family violence, or not feeling the can do 
anything anyway)7. More concrete figures on private collection 
arrangement outcomes would provide a better understanding 
of older women’s financial hardship; particularly when they 
have not been receiving money that is due to them, and money 
they have accounted for in calculating their budget and work 
availability.

Welfare
Low welfare payments with “a focus on immediate material 
requirements” (Wolfinger, E., 2019), do not allow for savings 
or career planning.  Overall, according to the Department 
of Jobs and Small Business Employment Services Outcomes 
Report in 2017, over half of jobseekers were placed in casual 
work  (54.4%)and only 23.1% in full time employment8. This 
demonstrates that many men and women alike are pushed into 
precarious casualised work, as they don’t have the reserved 
funds to enable them to wait for the right job financially.  
According to the National Welfare Rights Centre, single parents 
in the workforce experienced the largest (and mostly non-
recoupable) losses. (Wolfinger, E., 2019)

There is also an apparent inconsistent interpretation of policy 
regarding approved activities, that results in changes or 
uncertainty between monthly visits to the Job Active agency. 
According to the National Council of Single Mothers and their 
Children, “22 percent of single mother respondents on Welfare 
to Work returned to abusive relationships due to a lack of 
financial support”. Job Active needs to adopt a client-based 
approach to supporting long term unemployed back into the 
workforce. As it stands, their focus is on meeting targets and 
getting commission for placements when the range of jobs and 
industries on offer is limited to their own organisation’s existing 
business relationship.  

6 Dinh et al., 2017, Does child support reduce the lone mother poverty?  Findings 
from an Australian longitudinal study, TTPI, 23 November 2017
7 Natalier, K. Fem Leg Stud (2018) 26: 121. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10691-
018-9376-1

8 https://docs.employment.gov.au/system/files/doc/other/jsb18-0131_esor_octo-
ber16-september_17_acc.pdf

Housing Security 
Housing shortages and increasing rents - compounded 
by domestic violence and lack of access to safe housing 
for women – mean that “domestic violence is currently the 
number one cause of homelessness for women and children in 
Australia” according to Beth Goldblatt (2017).

Social security payments have not kept up with the cost of 
renting. According to Anglicare Australia, and following a 
study of 69,000 property listings, there are now zero affordable 
rentals for people on Newstart or Youth Allowance in any 
major city or regional centre in 2019. The Council for Homeless 
Persons says that this makes leaving a violent relationship 
extremely difficult. When looking at older women who have 
been experiencing long term unemployment, it explains why 
so many women are understood to be ‘couch surfing’; that is, 
staying temporarily and moving frequently among family and 
friends. 

Male bias in policy
According to Caroline Criado Perez in her book Invisible 
Women – Exposing Data Bias in a world designed for men, 
“governments must address feminised poverty in old age 
by introducing policies that enable women to stay in paid 
work”. Paid maternity leave is a strong starting point for this 
to happen. As an example, she points to where Google 
discovered that women from their workforce who had just given 
birth were resigning at twice the rate of other staff. When 
Google increased their maternity leave from three months at 
partial pay to five months at full pay, the rate of resignation in 
this cohort halved.  
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Other vulnerabilities
The Mills Longitudinal Study commenced in the USA in 1958, 
and followed the careers of the same group of women from 
young adults to their current age (of the original cohort, 
around 100 women are still alive and still participating in the 
study, and are now in their early 70s). Among an array of 
observations, the percentage of married women in the labour 
force with children ages 7 - 17 was at the its highest when the 
women were 61 (in the year 2000). This reaffirms our findings 
that women 50+ are often still in unpaid informal caring roles 
throughout this time of their lives. 

Personal barriers such as mental and physical health have an 
impact on women’s financial security and ability to be self-
supporting. 

“According to the 
Department of Human 

Services, one in ten single 
parents receiving [income support] 
have an indicator of vulnerability.”9  

Vulnerability indicators include 
psychiatric or psychological illness 

or injury, as well as a lack of 
literacy and language skills.

9 https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/australias-welfare-2017-in-brief/contents/children-youth-and-families

Figure 1. Sociocultural context for women’s work lives in the United States: illustrative changes since 1960.  
Sources: Association of American Medical Colleges (n.d.), U.S. Census Bureau (2006), and U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics (2008)

Three main periods of work lives and some main variables studied

Descending work involvement 
(ages 59 - 70)

Ascending work involvement  
(ages 28 - 43) and work 
involvement maintained to age 52

Preparation 
and exploration        
(by mid-20s)

Antecedent 
personality traits 
(at age 21)

Conscientiousness, 
Extraversion and 
Openness

Graduate education

Involvement in work

Satisfaction in work

Creative accomplishments

Timing of early career efforts

 
Sociocultural factors linked to working:

Commitment to wife and mother roles.

Importance of women`s movement.

Catching up with graduate education.

 
Nature of work:

Enterprising and social

Occupational creativity

 
Rewards of work:

Satisfaction and status.

Before retirement (age 59 ):

Importance of work to identify.

Time expected until retirement.

 
Factors affecting decision to retire  
(age 61):

Leadership, potential for 
advancement.

Difficult relationship with supervisor.

 
At age 70:

Amount of paid work.

Financial security.
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The lives of women in their 
50’s and mid 60’s

2

Part two
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The following section aim to examine the literature around 
women aged 50 – 64 in their own right. This review notes 
it was difficult to find research that looks at the specifics 
of transitioning from more hands-on care of children or 
preparing for retirement. There are also health issues arising 
such as perimenopause and menopause, as well as other pre-
existing or emerging health issues that result from the ageing 
process which did not feature greatly in studies. However, the 
importance of physical health care during this time became 
more prominent in brochures for people post-retirement.

There was more information on re-establishing careers and 
caring responsibilities for elderly parents, partners or children’s 
children. 

Skills, Employability and Agism 
The Council on the Aging (Cota) released its State of the 
(Older) Nation study in 2018 which highlights some of the 
following, more gender specific realities of women over 50: 

Women are more likely to be spending over 17 hours in 
unpaid work on average per week, have greater financial 
insecurity (29% rated their financial situation as 0-4 out of 
10) and disagree that they have money to spend on leisure 
and social activities (23%). They also report feeling they were 
being treated differently as a consumer now that they are 
older (27%), and they have a household budget (54% vs 46% 
of men). Women are also less likely to have private health 
insurance (39% vs 64% of men), and they are especially 
risk averse: 70% are not prepared to risk money to make an 
investment (vs 56% of men).

Organisations that are inclusive and diverse have reported 
the tangible benefits of employing older people, in terms 
of productivity, performance and innovation. It would be 
beneficial for women over 50 facing challenges finding work 
for more advocacy and campaigns to help shift biases rooted 
in ageist beliefs. Older workers offer loyalty, low absenteeism, 
skills and experience. Older workers are also often willing to 
mentor younger staff and help others in the workplace. They 
are a good investment in human capital.  

Part two

The lives of women in their 50’s to mid-60’s 

10 https://www.humanrights.gov.au/sites/default/files/17.05.01%20AHRI%20Inclu-
sion%20and%20Diversity%20Conference%20Speech.pdf AHRI Inclusion & Diversity 
Conference in 2017, Age Discrimination Commissioner Dr Kay Patterson
11 https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/older-people/older-australia-at-a-glance/con-
tents/social-and-economic-engagement/employment-and-economic-participation

12 Department of Social Services, Try Test and Learn Fund – Older Newstart Allowance 
Recipients https://www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/11_2017/
ttl_t2_older_newstart_accessible_no_text_box.docx

Welfare
When looking at age groups, women between 50 and the 
retirement age of 65 are generally included within the working 
population, which does not take into consideration the caring 
roles and other transitional circumstances they find themselves 
in outside of paid work. Among people aged 55 and over in 
2017, 6.1% of employed people were underemployed. This 
coincides with the unemployment rate of the workforce in that 
age group being 3.5%11 but again, this is not a gendered 
statistic. 

According to the Australian Government Department of Social 
Services, in mid-2017 there were around 251,400 people over 
the age of 50 on Newstart. Of these, 53% were female and 
64% were aged 50 - 59. Of this cohort, 56% are expected to 
receive income support for some or all of the every year for 
the rest of their lives. “Older workers on Newstart allowance 
represent a loss of skills and experience to the labour force, 
while increasing expenditure on unemployment payments 
and age pensions, and reducing taxation revenue from older 
workers”12. Even the language from the DSS references to 
‘loss of skills’, ‘increasing expenditure on unemployment’, 
and ‘reducing taxation revenue’ infer this age group to be 
burdensome on the workforce and economy.
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Financial security 
When women reach their 50s, superannuation becomes a 
bigger reality than it was in the 30’s and 40’s. According to 
Australian Super, “Average lower earnings, time out from the 
workforce, and longer life expectancy, are just some of the 
reasons women can be on the back foot when it comes to 
super.”13

AIHW says that access to superannuation to supplement the 
age pension has become increasingly important. In 1997, 
12% of retired Australians aged 45 and over stated that 
superannuation was their main source of income, compared 
with 25% in 2016–17. However, as compulsory superannuation 
only began in the 1980s, older people have not yet fully 
benefited from the scheme: the proportion of people aged 70 
and over in 2007 who had never had superannuation coverage 
was 41% for males and 75% for females.

In 2016-17, around two thirds (65%) of people aged 45 
or over who were retired reported that they had made 
contributions to a superannuation scheme (74% of men and 
58% of women), according to the AIHW. The projected 
median lump sum balance gender gap at retirement (projected 
retirement balance gap percentage) for women aged from 50 
- 54 is 56%, aged 55 - 59 it is 50%, and aged 60 - 64 it is 
28%.

An alarming statistic from Social Ventures Australia - The 
Invisible Face of Homelessness report found that 50% of 
women approaching aged 55 - 59 have a superannuation 
balance of $50,000 or less, some of these women having zero 
superannuation. For men in the same age group, that figure is 
33%.  

In a blog by Samantha Alleman, posted by Older Women Lost 
in Housing (OWLS)14 in 2016, she also spoke about life events 
that can spark a descent into poverty when there is already a 
gap in savings due to caring roles. She said, “If [the women] 
don’t have that financial buffer, they have no choice but to dip 
into their retirement savings to survive. This is not a sustainable 
way to live, and sadly we are seeing many women fall into 
homelessness for the first time later in life”. According to the 
founder of OWLS Penny Carpe, this can also be a reason 
why women are more conservative and less averse to taking 
financial risks in entrepreneurial endeavours. 

Housing, home ownership and assets
Older Australians have traditionally had high rates of home 
ownership, which has provided a key financial asset on 
retirement, but the number of Australians 15 years and over 
who owned their home without a mortgage decreased from 
35% in 2003–04 to 30% in 2015–16 (AIHW). Similarly, 
home ownership rates among people aged 65 and over 
have decreased in recent years, with a higher proportion of 
older people renting or continuing to pay off a mortgage. In 
2003–04, 79% of older people owned their homes without a 
mortgage; this had declined to 76% in 2015–16 (AIHW).

In their report on The Invisible Face of Homelessness, Social 
Ventures Australia says that older single women are the fastest 
growing cohort of people experiencing homelessness, largely 
due to social security payments being inadequate. The report 
states that 44% of single women over 45 are on low-median 
incomes. This has been linked to around 300,000 women in 
the precarious and expensive rental market not in a position to 
own their own homes or even consistently afford rent.

Kobi Maglen of Social Ventures Australia says, “The push into 
homelessness typically results from a life shock such as the loss 
of a job, the breakdown of a relationship, or the onset of illness 
or disability.”

 

Dominique Meyrick of Financial Counselling Australia says that 
an added pressure for women in these age groups is that more 
and more are going as guarantors for their own children, to 
enable them to enter the housing market. This makes them very 
vulnerable to changes in their income and other influences out 
of their control.

13 https://www.australiansuper.com/campaigns/women-in-super 14 https://pennycarpe.wordpress.com/paying-the-price-why-so-many-older-single-
women-are-at-risk-of-homelessness/

The number of ‘couch-surfing’ women over 50 has 
almost doubled between 2013 and 2017, from 885 

to 1618. 

According to the Council of Homeless Persons:

The number of women over 55 sleeping in their cars 
and approaching homelessness services for help has 

also increased by 75% in the same period.  

+75%

+50%

seeking assistance

couchsurfing

Groups like Australian Super and other  
bodies in this sector are campaigning for the 
following key changes to try to combat the 
gap in women’s superannuation: 

• Abolishing the $450 per month minimum earnings 
requirement to receive the Superannuation 
Guarantee.

• Increasing mandatory contributions from 9.5% to 
12%: and 

• Retaining the Low Income Superannuation Tax Offset.
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Opportunities for older women
There are many organisations and resources out there 
in Australia that aim to assist older people, or women in 
particular, to navigate the transition from carer to career 
or prepare better for financial resilience in later years. 
Unfortunately though, the availability of this information is not 
generally located in one place - meaning women either need 
to be referred, or need to be technologically savvy to find these 
resources.

According to a report by the Department for Health Ageing, 
Government of South Australia (Women Can! 2017), “It’s time 
that we value the experience and knowledge older women can 
bring to the workforce.” Whilst many of their statistics are not 
always gender-specific, the report states that research shows 
45% of workers aged 45+ intend to remain in the workforce 
until the age of 65 - 69, whole those aged 30 - 39 are likely 
to remain with an employer for an average of only 5.8 years. 
These figures were drawn from Diversity Council Australia’s 
Older Women Matter report (noting the Diversity Council 
defines older women as 45+)

As far as supporting older workers into paid work, there 
is evidence of moves by government to encourage better 
appreciation and support for older workers. For example, 
Restart is a financial incentive by the Australian Government of 
up to $10,000 (GST inclusive) to encourage businesses to hire 
and retain mature age employees who are 50 years of age 
and over. Payments are made by employment services providers 
to businesses over six months. Employers can negotiate how 
often they receive the payments, and may also be able to 
receive a kickstart payment of up to 40 per cent of the total 
amount after four weeks of the job starting. However, the issue 
with this program is that it is essentially paying organisations 
not to breach discrimination laws: arguably there is a strong 
case for better enforcement of the laws themselves. 

The Willing to Work report also recommends improvements to 
existing laws and policies, and presents a suite of strategies 
for businesses and employers to improve employment of 
people with disability and older people. These initiatives 
take time however, and are not able to directly assist women 
experiencing financial hardship and housing insecurity now. 

Housing for the Aged Action Group (HAAG) is able to offer 
independent advice, information and housing support for over 
55s, but it’s not clear at which point women start accessing 
this service, when they have been renting or buying within the 
mainstream market for three or four decades already.

Examples of resources that already exist to 
assist older people:

Key recommendations from the Willing to 
Work report include the following:

• Establishing a Minister for Longevity;

• Developing national action plans to address 
employment discrimination;

• Lifting the labour force participation of older 
people and people with disability; 

• Expanding the role of the Workplace Gender 
Equality Agency to become the Workplace 
Gender Equality and Diversity Agency;

• Introducing national education campaigns to 
dispel myths and stereotypes about older people 
and people with disability; and,

• Adopting targets for employment and retention 
of older people and people with disability in the 
public service.

The Council on the Aging (COTA) SA’s social enterprise The 
Plug-in (https://theplugin.com.au/) is a specialist market 
insights operation which connects older people with business, 
industry and researchers. They aim to give older people an 
influential voice and enable clients to innovate and improve 
products, services and policies for the growing 50+ market.

Fitted for Work is a not for profit that supports women 
experiencing financial or social disadvantage back into 
the work force with clothing, mentoring and networking 
opportunities.

Currently the Lord Mayor’s Charitable Fund’s funding focus is 
on under 25s and women over 55.

Equality Rights Alliances have focused on women over 55 for 8 
years, particularly in the area of homelessness.

Per Capita’s Money for Jam is a recently-established social 
enterprise for over 55s, to support them into their own 
businesses and foster entrepreneurialism. 

The Council on the Aging

Fitted for Work

Lord Mayor’s Charity Fund

Equality Rights Alliances

Money for Jam
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The main observations from literature and resources available 
paint a gloomy picture for older women, particularly single 
women, financial and housing security. There are many groups 
advocating for women in the 50+ age group, to improve pol-
icies with regard to superannuation and housing affordability, 
and still more groups pushing to raise the rate of Newstart and 
improve child support enforceability. A lot of static information 
exists, including figures on the women living below the poverty 
line and the percentage size of the wage gap; but these figures 
do not give insight into the series of events and influences that 
lead to these states.

Where to from here

First, there is not one source of reference for women to go 
to for support to help address all their vulnerabilities. While 
programs like Newstart exist and can provide women with a 
Job Active worker, for example, women’s options are limited 
by the contacts the Job Active Agency.  Services offered by 
providers are limited to and by their own established networks. 
More research into this space to connect and collaborate will 
allow to better understand gaps in service provision. 

And finally, positive outcomes research is thin on the ground. 
Figures on the poor state of women’s financial and housing 
security are plentiful, but there is scarce information about the 
women and models that are getting it right. More information 
about the combination of social capital, health, community 
support, education and training, family support  and other 
elements that allow some people to overcome their vulnerabili-
ties to find their financial security and how women be empow-
ered to identify and draw on these external factors would be 
extremely valuable. Why is it that more single fathers with three 
kids are able to manage full time work than single mothers? 
The data does not say what the percentage of care is, for exam-
ple, when comparing single mothers and fathers. Just looking 
at the vulnerabilities and social factors that impact on women is 
not enough – we need to better understand why some women 
make it, and some do not. Ample information now exists on 
why things go wrong for women, but we have a lot to learn 
from those who have found their sweet spots. 

Secondly, for those who may seek the services of social ser-
vice provider, the referral is generally not available until the 
women are in an extremely vulnerable state. This is also true 
of women referred to financial counsellors, where financial 
literacy is learned but their income remains unchanged. 
More research needs to be done on the key life events that 
directly impact on women’s long term financial stability, so 
that preparations and ‘buffers’ can be put in place before the 
circumstances become unmanageable. Where apps like Ask 
Izzy exist as a resource for those experiencing homelessness, 
women wouldn’t be referred to the app as a tool for seeking 
a home or looking for resources unless they were already in 
acute danger or a state of homelessness.  

Three areas where gaps in research or 
data occur, that could be addressed to 
help this sector and those wishing to assist 
older women into financial independence, 
have emerged in this review:

1

2

3
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