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older women in the workforce
More older women are in the workforce than ever before. In fact, much of the increase in labor force participation
of older workers overall is due to the larger proportion of women in the workforce. Challenges facing older
women workers include lower salaries and greater likelihood of working part-time, compared to men. They also
face greater family caregiving responsibilities and express concerns about health and retirement security.
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Are there more older women in the workforce now than in the past?
Yes. Labor force participation among older women, although still lower than that of men, has increased significantly
and is now at a record high. Women’s salaries are lower than men’s at all ages,although the gap is narrowing, and
women are more likely to work part-time than men.

“74.7% of women aged 35-44 were in the labor force in 2011,
compared to 75.4% of those aged 45-54, and 59.5% of those
aged 55-64. Among those 65 years and over, 14.0% were in the
labor force. Among men, the rates are 90.9%, 86.2%, 69.3% and
22.8%, respectively,” according to a 2013 report based on Current
Population Survey data.1
Among all workers “at or over age 55, a higher percentage of men
are in the labor force (46.4 %) than women (36.4 %). While this is a
slight reduction for men since 1975 (when almost –49.4%– were in
the work force), it is a record high for women,” according to a 2011
analysis of Census data.2
“The overall gain in labor-force participation among workers age 55
and older was primarily driven by the increases in female labor-force
participation rates, as the male labor-force participation rates of
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that age group were lower in 2010 [46.4%] than they were in 1975
[49.4%]. In contrast, among women aged 55 and older, the rates
were 35.1% in 2010, compared to 23.1% in 1975, according to a 2011
analysis of Census Bureau data.3
“Between 1979 and 2011, the earnings gap between women and
men narrowed for most age groups. The women’s-to-men’s
earnings ratio among 25- to 34-year-olds grew from 68% in 1979
to 92% in 2011, for example, and the ratio for 45- to 54-year-olds
increased from 57% to 76%,” according to a 2012 analysis of
Current Population Survey data.4
In 2011, 27% of employed women usually worked part time—that
is, fewer than 35 hours per week. In comparison, 11% of employed
men usually worked part time,” according to a 2013 report based on
Current Population Survey data.1

Are older women workers involved in family caregiving?
Yes. Older women workers are more likely to be caregivers than men. They are more likely to be providing eldercare on a
regular, rather than intermitent basis. Older women workers who are caregivers are more likely to report poor health
themselves, compared to non-caregivers. Older women who are not employed are more likely to be providing basic
care to their parents than women who work.

“Among workers aged 45-74, caregivers (those who have either
taken leave from a job or quit a job in the past five years to care
for an adult family member)…are more likely to be female (64%),”
according to a 2013 AARP survey.5
“Among the entire workforce, women (20%) and men (22%) are
equally likely to have provided family care in the past five years
Women are more likely (44%) than men (38%) to provide family
care on a regular basis rather than on an intermittent basis,”
according to a 2010 analysis of data from the National Study of the
Changing Workforce.6
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“Adult children who work or do not work are nearly as likely to
provide basic personal care to parents in need (54% and 59%,
respectively). However, non-working daughters are far more likely
than daughters who work (34% vs. 23%) or sons, regardless of work
status, to provide basic care to their parents,” according to a 2011
analysis of data from the Health and Retirement Survey.7
“Among female employees ages 50 and older, 17% of caregivers
reported fair or poor health compared to 9% of non-caregivers,”
according to a 2010 Metlife report.8
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Are older women concerned about retirement?
Yes. Older women are more likely than men to express concern about their financial well-being as they approach
retirement, and many expect that they will have to postpone their retirement for financial reasons. However, more
women than men report that they actually had to retire earlier than planned, often for health reasons (their own or
that of a family member). Slightly more women than men decide to return to work after retirement.

According to a 2012 AARP survey of older Americans’ concern about
their financial well-being during and following the recent recession,
“boomer women were one-third more likely than boomer men to
express a high degree of financial concern (30.1 % vs. 22.3 %).”9
Among the respondents “nearing retirement age–ages 50 to 61–a
63% majority think they might have to delay retirement because of
the recession. Women in this retirement ‘threshold generation’ have
been most affected by the ailing economy. Fully 72% fear they will
have to postpone their retirement plans, compared with 54% of men
in this age group,” according to a 2009 Pew survey.10
Among Baby Boomers born in 1946 who turned 65 in 2011, “of those
who have already retired, half (51%) report they retired earlier than
they had expected. Another 8% said they retired later than planned.
The remaining retired as planned. More women than men reported

an earlier retirement (57% versus 43% respectively). The reason
most retirees gave for why they decided to retire early was healthrelated (37%), followed by a loss of job (16%). Four in ten retirees
said they retired early for ‘other’ reasons,” according to a 2012
MetLife survey.11
“About 26% of men and 29% of women born 1933 to 1937 returned
to full-time or nearly full-time employment after fully or partially
retiring,” according to a 2010 analysis of Health and Retirement
Study data.12
“Continued employment in something other than the career job...
rises to a maximum of 32% of the men and 37% of the women when
the HRS respondents are aged 59 to 69, but still remains significant
(more than 20% of the sample) even among those aged 67 to 77,”
according to a 2011 report on retirement trends.13

References
1 Women in the labor force: A databook 2012. (2013). (BLS Reports No. 1040).
Washington, DC: Bureau of Labor Statistics. Retrieved from http://www.
bls.gov/cps/wlf-databook-2012.pdf
2 Blakely, S. (2011). Older workers, who’s working? (Fast Facts No. 208).
Washington, DC: EBRI. Retrieved from http://www.ebri.org/pdf/
FFE.208.2Aug11.LbrPart-1.pdf
3 Copeland, C. (2011). Labor-force participation rates of the population age 55
and older: What did the recession do to the trends? EBRI Notes, 32(2),
8-16. Retrieved fromhttp://www.ebri.org/pdf/notespdf/EBRI_Notes_02_
Feb-11.HCS_Part-Rts.pdf
4 Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2012). Women’s earnings, 1979-2011: The Editor’s desk. Retrieved November 26, 2012, from http://www.bls.gov/opub/
ted/2012/ted_20121123.htm
5 AARP. (2013). Staying ahead of the curve 2013: AARP multicultural work and
career study. snapshot of caregiving in the workplace -- ages 45-74. Washington, DC: AARP. Retrieved from http://www.aarp.org/content/dam/
aarp/research/surveys_statistics/econ/2013/Staying-Ahead-of-the-Curve2013-AARP-Multicultural-Work-and-Career-Study-Snapshot-of-Caregivingin-the-Workplace-AARP-rsa-econ.pdf
6 Aumann, K., Galinsky, E., Sakai, K., Brown, M., & Bond, J. T. (2010). The elder
care study: Everyday realities and wishes for change. New York: Families and
Work Institute. Retrieved from http://familiesandwork.org/site/research/
reports/elder_care.pdf
7 Metlife. (2011). The MetLife study of caregiving costs to working caregivers:
Double jeopardy for baby boomers caring for their parents. Westport, CT:
Metlife Mature Market Institute. Retrieved from http://www.caregiving.
org/wp-content/uploads/2011/06/mmi-caregiving-costs-working-caregivers.pdf

2

8 MetLife. (2010). MetLife study of working caregivers and employer health
care costs: New insights and innovations for reducing health care costs
for employers. New York, NY: MetLife. Retrieved from http://www.metlife.
com/assets/cao/mmi/publications/studies/2010/mmi-working-caregiversemployers-health-care-costs.pdf
9 Rix, S. (2012). Boomer women feeling more financially insecure than men
(Fact Sheet No. 269). Washington, DC: AARP. Retrieved fromhttp://
www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/research/public_policy_institute/econ_
sec/2012/boomer-women-feeling-financially-insecure-AARP-ppi-econ-sec.
pdf
10 Pew Research Center. (2009). Recession turns a graying office grayer. Washington, DC: Pew Research Center. Retrieved from http://pewsocialtrends.
org/assets/pdf/americas-changing-workforce.pdf
11 MetLife. (2012). Transitioning into retirement: TheMetLife study of baby
boomers at 65. Westport, CT: Metlife Mature Market Institute. Retrieved
from https://www.metlife.com/assets/cao/mmi/publications/studies/2012/studies/mmi-transitioning-retirement.pdf
12 Johnson, R. W., Butrica, B. A., & Mommaerts, C. (2010). Work and retirement
patterns for the G.I. generation, silent generation, and early boomers:
Thirty years of change. (Working Paper No. 2010-8). Chestnut Hill, MA:
Center for Retirement Research at Boston College. Retrieved from http://
crr.bc.edu/wp-content/uploads/2010/07/wp_2010-81.pdf
13 Quinn, J. F., Cahill, K. E., & Giandrea, M. D. (2011). Early retirement: The
dawn of a new era? New York, NY: TIAA-CREF Institute. Retrieved from
http://www.tiaa-cref.org/ucm/groups/content/@ap_ucm_p_inst/documents/document/tiaa02030420.pdf

http://www.bc.edu/agingandwork | agework@bc.edu

