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Trends in labour force engagement

	Key points

	· Women aged 45 to 64 years have been the fastest growing contributor to total hours worked in Australia over the last three decades, albeit from a low base.

· In 2009 this group accounted for 15 per cent of total hours worked by people of working age (15 to 64 years), up from 6 per cent in 1979.

· This is due in part to the increasing share of the working age population accounted for by this demographic group (up by 3.6 percentage points to 18.7 per cent), but the greatest impact has been the increase in labour force participation of women aged 45 to 64 years.

· Hours worked per mature aged woman employed contributed little. After falling in the 1980s, average hours worked per week by mature aged women have steadily increased over the past 20 years. However, over the past three decades average hours worked per week has increased by only around 10 minutes per week.

· The 45 to 54 years age group has the highest rate of participation of all age groups of women (at 78.0 per cent) in 2009. Women in this age group are more likely to work full time and work slightly longer hours than older women.

· Participation for women aged 55 to 59 years drops to 63.4 per cent and participation for those nearing retirement (aged 60 to 64 years) drops further to 41.2 per cent.

· Participation at older ages appears to be driven largely by decisions to engage, and remain, in work taken earlier in women’s working lives.

· This trend increase in participation by mature aged women is likely to continue in the near future (reflecting cohort effects of higher labour force participation rates of women in younger age groups entering mature age), but the rate of growth is likely to slow.

· Participation rate gaps have narrowed considerably in recent decades between mature aged women and mature aged men in Australia and mature aged women in other OECD countries. Both these comparisons suggest that further growth in participation may be more limited than over the past three decades.

· There is also some scope for labour supply growth of mature age women from growing intensity of work, that is by increasing their average hours worked per week.

	

	


Mature aged women, aged 45 to 64 years, have been making a growing contribution to total hours worked in Australia. This chapter looks at the main influences behind this trend, and considers the scope for this trend to continue. This is affected by:

· demographic effects as mature aged women’s share of the population grows

· changes in the life cycle pattern of female participation

· broader trends in labour force participation for mature aged women reflected, for example, in trends in other OECD countries, and trends for mature aged men.

2.

 SEQ Heading2 1
The contribution made to total hours worked

Women 45 to 64 years contribute an increasing share of total hours

The contribution made by mature aged women aged 45 to 64 years to total hours worked by people of working age (that is, those aged 15 to 64 years
) has more than doubled over the past three decades, from 6 per cent in 1979 to 15 per cent in 2009. Further, mature aged women accounted for 38 per cent of the total hours worked by women of working age in 2009, up from 21 per cent in 1979 (figure 2.1). 

The last three decades has seen marked shifts in the pattern of labour force participation of different demographic groups. Compared to other demographic groups, the growth in the share of hours worked by mature aged women has been very strong. The relative contribution of younger women, aged 15 to 44 years, to total hours worked by people of working age is very similar to the contribution made three decades earlier (24 per cent versus 23 per cent). The share of hours worked accounted for by mature aged men has only increased slightly (from 20 to 23 per cent). The increase in the shares of mature aged workers has been offset by a fall in the contribution of younger men to total hours worked (from 50 to 38 per cent) (table 
2.1).

Figure 2.

 SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 1
Contribution of women aged 45 to 64 years to hours worked by people of working age, 1979 to 2009 a
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a( 12 month averages for each year.

Source: ABS (Labour Force, Australia, Cat. no. 6291.0.55.001, Data Cube EM1).

The change in total hours worked among various age and gender groups can be considered to be the result of the following three effects:

1. the demographic effect — the extent to which the share of total hours worked by a group changes simply because of demographic changes affecting their share of the working age population

2. the participation effect — the extent to which the share of total hours worked by a group is affected by changes in their propensity to enter the workforce, that is the participation rate (which includes those seeking, but yet to have found, work)

3. the work intensity effect — the extent to which the share of total hours worked is affected by individuals finding employment and the hours they work in their jobs. The work intensity effect includes changes in the relative employment rate of mature women and the changes in the average hours worked for those in employment.

Table 2.

 SEQ Table \* ARABIC 1
Contribution to total hours worked by people of working age, 1979, 1989, 1999 and 2009a
	
	1979
	1989
	1999
	2009

	
	(% of total)
	(% of total)
	(% of total)
	(% of total)

	Women
	
	
	
	

	15 to 24 yrs
	10.0
	8.8
	6.5
	6.3

	25 to 44 yrs
	13.2
	17.8
	18.7
	18.1

	45 to 54 yrs
	4.5
	5.1
	8.3
	9.6

	55 to 59 yrs
	1.3
	1.1
	1.8
	3.3

	60 to 64 yrs
	0.5
	0.5
	0.6
	1.7

	TOTAL
	29.5
	33.5
	35.8
	38.9

	
	
	
	
	

	Men
	
	
	
	

	15 to 24 yrs
	14.5
	11.8
	8.6
	8.1

	25 to 44 yrs
	35.6
	36.7
	34.2
	30.0

	45 to 54 yrs
	12.9
	11.9
	15.0
	14.3

	55 to 59 yrs
	5.0
	3.8
	4.3
	5.3

	60 to 64 yrs
	2.5
	2.3
	2.1
	3.4

	TOTAL
	70.5
	66.5
	64.2
	61.1


a 12 month averages for each year. Individual categories for age groups may not sum to sub totals for women and men due to rounding.
Source: ABS (Labour Force, Australia, Cat. no. 6291.0.55.001, Data Cube EM1).

The demographic effect — mature aged women are a growing share of the population

Compared to 30 years ago, women aged 45 to 64 years account for a larger share of the working age population — up by 3.6 percentage points to 18.7 per cent in 2009 (figure 2.2). This demographic effect accounts for over 40 percent of the rise in the share of total hours worked by this group over the 30 year period.
 

The participation effect — there has been strong growth in the participation rates of mature aged women

Over the last 30 years, participation rates have risen for all age groups of women. They have changed the least for the 15 to 24 years and 25 to 44 years age groups and the most for the three older age groups of women. Indeed, women aged 45 to 54 years now have the highest participation rate (at 78.0 per cent) of all age groups of women (figure 2.3).

Figure 2.

 SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 2
Women aged 45 to 64 years share of working age population and total hours worked, 1979 to 2009a
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a( 12 month averages for each year.

Source: ABS (Labour Force, Australia, Cat. no. 6291.0.55.001, Data Cube LM1).

This contrasts with the period up to the mid 1980s when this age group had much lower labour force participation rates compared to younger age cohorts of women. Several factors appear to be at work here. One is the effect of women remaining in the labour force as they enter mature age. The rate at which women re-enter the labour force after a period of absence while raising children may also be changing.

Lifecycle influences on participation rates

It has long been recognised that married women tend to have an ‘M shaped’ labour force participation pattern (Mincer 1962). For both women and men, participation generally rises with the completion of compulsory and further education, then falls again toward retirement age. For women there is a decline in participation in the prime age group (25 to 45 years) associated with child bearing and child raising responsibilities, and participation subsequently starts to rise once child raising responsibilities diminish when children commence schooling. 

Figure 2.

 SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 3
Changes in female participation rates by age group, 1979 to 2009a
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a 12 month averages for each year.

Source: ABS (Labour Force, Australia, Cat. no. 6291.0.55.001, Data Cube LM1).

The most obvious change in the lifecycle pattern of participation over the past three decades is the flattening of the ‘M’ profile with women being far less likely to leave the labour force (or they are likely to stay out for a shorter time) during child caring years than in the past (figure 2.4). This has led to successive upward pivots in the age participation curves with older age groups increasing labour force participation rates the most.

Cohort effects — increasing lifetime labour force participation for women

Much of the long term change in labour force behaviour noted above is due to cohort effects. That is, structural changes that increase labour force participation within an age group tend to be retained in that cohort as it ages over time. Cohort effects include any factors associated with particular birth years, arising from the common social and economic environment and experiences of people born around the same time, for example, increasing levels of education attainment.

Figure 2.

 SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 4
The life cycle participation rate of women, 1979, 1989, 1999 and 2009a
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a 12 month averages for each year.

Source: ABS (Labour Force, Australia, Cat. no. 6291.0.55.001, Data Cube LM1).

Changes in participation rates over five year intervals are shown in figure 2.5 for various age cohorts born from 1922-26 up to 1977-81. The period is not long enough to reflect a full life-cycle for any one age cohort, but it is clear that each progressive cohort of women is participating at a higher rate than the previous cohort. Participation has increased the most for the older age groups. For example, the cohort of women born between 1932 and 1936 had a participation rate of 54.5 per cent when they were aged between 45 and 49 years, whereas women born between 1957 and 1961 had a participation rate of 79.1 per cent when they were in the same age group.

Similarly, women born between 1927 and 1931 had a participation rate of 43.8 per cent when they were aged 50 to 54 years whereas women born between 1947 and 1951 had a participation rate of 66.5 per cent when they were aged 50 to 54 years. If these trends continue we would expect women born more recently to have much higher participation rates than earlier age cohorts when they reach the age of 45, and that they will continue to have higher participation rates through to retirement.

Figure 2.
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Age participation rates for women by cohort, as at 1982, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002 and 2007a
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a(Each point for each age cohort represents their participation rate for a different year between 1982 and 2007. The age cohorts range from those born between 1922 and 1926 to those born between 1977 and 1981. 

Source: OECD OnLine Information Service (OLIS) Statistics Portal, accessed November 2010. 

The aggregate growth in women’s participation over the past three decades reflects a mix of three effects.

· The short term annual variations in employment affecting all demographic groups (called year effects). Year effects capture the effect of factors occurring commonly across all cohorts and age groups in a given year. The main factors influencing year effects are changes in the economic environment, particularly the labour market. Other factors which affect the decision or ability to work in the short term can also be considered as part of the year effect.

· Different age groups experience different levels of participation (called age effects). The age effect reflects the pattern of women’s participation as they age. As noted above, women’s participation rates are currently at their highest in the 20 to 24 and 45 to 54 years age groups.

· Longer term changes in the levels of participation for groups who were born at a given time (called cohort effects). Cohort effects arise from the common cultural and economic environment and experiences of women born at the same time. These common environments and experiences differ from those of individuals born at other times and can produce different group behaviour. For example, women in younger age cohorts are better educated and have lower fertility rates than older cohorts, factors which, in turn, may affect their labour force participation as they age.

The Commission tested a number of models to determine the relative contribution of each of these effects. Details of the different model specifications can be found in appendix A. The alternative specifications produced broadly consistent findings.

The upward movement in the level of women’s participation, shown in figure 2.5, is almost entirely explained by the age and cohort effects. Indeed, the results (appendix A) indicate that these two effects explain around 80 to 90 per cent of the variation in participation among cohorts over the past three decades.

The year or macroeconomic effect had little impact on this long term upward trend in participation. This is unsurprising as macroeconomic conditions (as measured by the unemployment rate for prime age men) have varied widely over the last 30 years, but with no sustained trend towards tighter or weaker labour markets.

The results generated by the model confirm that there is little interaction between the age and cohort effects, that is the cohort effects have operated broadly similarly across all age groups. The rise in participation by mature aged women is part of the overall rise in participation by women and does not reflect specific factors affecting this age group.

The work intensity effect — average hours worked by mature aged women have remained steady

The final factor affecting the share of hours worked by mature aged women is the intensity of their work effort.

In 2009, women aged 45 to 64 years accounted for 16.7  per cent of total employment in Australia, while their share of hours worked was only 14.6 per cent.
 This disparity reflects the relatively lower average hours worked per week by employed women in this age group.

Over the thirty years to 2009, average hours worked by women aged 45 to 64 increased by just 0.16 hours per week (or 9.5 minutes). For women aged 45 to 54, hours worked declined slightly in the 1980s, but have risen slightly again since. For women 55 to 64, hours worked trended down from the early 1980s to the mid 1990s, but have subsequently risen slightly (figure 2.6).

Figure 2.
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Average hours worked for women aged 45 to 64 years, 1979 to 2009a
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a 12 month averages for each year.
Source: ABS (Labour Force, Australia, Cat. no. 6291.0.55.001, Data Cube EM1).

The very small increase overall in average hours worked by mature aged women over the past thirty years, added slightly to the much stronger effect of the growth in participation and demographic changes on the growth in total hours worked by this group.

The changes in average hours worked reflect trends in the share of full time and part time employment and hours worked for those employed part time. For full time workers (that is those working more than 35 hours per week) there was, up until 2000, a rising trend (with some volatility) in average hours worked, but average hours have been trending down since (figures 2.7 and 2.8). For part time workers, average hours have been rising steadily since the early 1990s, for those in the 45 to 54 years age group, (figure 2.7), whereas for those in the 55 to 64 years age group (figure 2.8) average hours worked have been more stable and have increased only slightly in the period since 1979.

Figure 2.
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Average hours worked for women aged 45 to 54 years — full time and part time, 1979 to 2009a
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a 12 month averages for each year. Full time work is defined as those working 35 hours per week or more.

Source: ABS (Labour Force, Australia, Cat. no. 6291.0.55.001, Data Cube EM1).

Balanced growth in full and part time employment

Overall, both full time and part time employment offered growing employment opportunities for mature aged women. The shares of women 45 to 54 employed part time and full time remained fairly stable over the period from 1979 to 2009. There was, however, a slight increase in the share of older mature aged women (55 to 64) working part time (by around 5 percentage points). The decline in average hours worked by women aged 55 to 64 years can be largely explained by this modest shift towards part time employment (figure 2.9).

Figure 2.
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Average hours worked for women aged 55 to 64 years — full time and part time, 1979 to 2009a
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a (12 month averages for each year. Full time work is defined as those working 35 hours per week or more.

Source: ABS (Labour Force, Australia, Cat. no. 6291.0.55.001, Data Cube EM1).

In summary, the main drivers of mature aged women’s increased contribution to total hours worked is their increased participation in the labour force supported by their increased share of the working age population. Increased work intensity has provided further, albeit relatively subdued, support over the past twenty years. 

The decline in work intensity for the older age group is a result of the rising share of part time workers, stable hours worked by part time workers and falling hours of full time workers. The rise in work intensity for women aged 45 to 54 years has been driven by increased hours of work by women in this age group working part time, which exceeds the dampening impact of falling hours of work for women working full time. The expansion of part time employment opportunities for the older age group may well have underpinned the growth in their participation over the period and contributed positively to the growth of total hours worked by women. It also points to changes in preferences for this age group, with respect to working hours, as they near retirement. This issue is taken up in chapter 7.

Figure 2.
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Share of the female workforce employed part time by age group, 1979 to 2009a
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a (12 month averages for each year.

Source: ABS (Labour Force, Australia, Cat. no. 6291.0.55.001, Data Cube EM1).

The other factor affecting the hours worked by women, given their participation in the labour force, is whether or not they have translated their entry to the labour force into employment. This a fairly minor issue in terms of explaining the increase in the contribution to hours worked as, in general, mature age women have experienced relatively low unemployment rates, which have not changed in a consistent trend over the past three decades.

Trends in unemployment

The unemployment rate (figure 2.10) trended upwards for both the 45 to 54 and 55 to 64 years age groups from the late 1970s until the early 1990s. Since then there has been a declining trend with some increases (for example around 2001 and more recently with the economic slowdown following the Global Financial Crisis). Those aged 45 to 54 years consistently record slightly higher unemployment rates than those aged 55 to 64 years.

Figure 2.

 SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 10
Unemployment rate (total) for women aged 45 to 64 years, 1979 to 2009a
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a (12 month averages for each year.

Source: ABS (Labour Force, Australia, Cat. no. 6291.0.55.001, Data Cube LM1).

Figure 2.11 disaggregates the unemployment data showing rates for those seeking full time and those seeking part time work. The chart shows that full time unemployment rates are much higher than part time unemployment rates and part time unemployment rates also appear to be much more stable, only rising very slightly during periods of economic downturn.

Unemployed mature aged women and men are more at risk of becoming long-term unemployed than their younger unemployed counterparts. For example, in August 2010 just under one quarter (23.2 per cent) of unemployed women aged 45 to 64 years had been unemployed for 12 months or more. This compares with 19.1 per cent of unemployed women aged 25 to 44 years and 12.9 per cent of unemployed women aged 15 to 24 years (ABS (2010a)).

Figure 2.
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Part time and full time unemployment rates for women aged 45 to 64 years, 1979 to 2009a
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a (12 month averages for each year.

Source: ABS (Labour Force, Australia, Cat. no. 6291.0.55.001, Data Cube LM1).

Despite around one quarter of unemployed mature aged women being long-term unemployed, the strength of economic conditions over the past decade has contributed to a steady fall in the incidence of long-term unemployment
 for unemployed mature aged women. Historically, mature aged men were more likely to be long-term unemployed than mature aged women. However, the gap between the two has narrowed considerably over the past decade to the point where mature aged women are now only slightly more likely to be long-term unemployed than unemployed mature aged men.

The average duration of unemployment has historically been much higher for mature aged men than for mature aged women. However, in recent years there has been substantial convergence (figure 2.12). 

Figure 2.
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Average duration of unemployment for mature aged women and men, 1998 to 2009a
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a(12 month averages for each year. Refers to average duration of unemployment since last full time job held for unemployed women and men aged 45 to 64 years.

Source: ABS (Labour Force, Australia, Cat. no. 6291.0.55.001, Data Cube UM3).

2.2
The scope to increase labour force engagement

The central question about mature aged women’s labour force engagement is the extent to which it is likely to increase further — both in terms of participation and in terms of work intensity. The cohort effect described above suggests that participation will increase, at least for the next few decades, as the current higher participation rates flow through to increased participation rates at older ages. In considering how high is it likely to go, it is useful to look at some benchmarks that may point to future trends and possible limits to future growth.

One benchmark is the level of workforce engagement of men in Australia. The question is whether older women’s engagement will converge to that of mature aged men, or follow a different pathway. Another benchmark is the levels of participation of mature aged women in other countries.

Participation rates of mature aged women still lag behind those of men

Women in mature age groups participate at a lower rate than men of the same age, though the gaps have narrowed considerably in the past three decades. For example, the gap in participation between women and men aged 45 to 54 years in 1979 was 44.5 percentage points (table 2.2). This gap had narrowed to only 10.6 percentage points by 2009. Similarly the participation gap between women and men aged 55 to 59 years narrowed from 54.3 percentage points to 14.9 percentage points, while the gap between women and men aged 60 to 64 years narrowed from 41.6 percentage points to 18.2 percentage points.

The peak age of participation for women in 1979 was in the 20 to 24 year age group followed by the 15 to 19 year age groups (69.3 per cent and 58.6 per cent, respectively). By contrast, four age groups for women had participation rates exceeding 70 per cent in 2009, with the highest being for women aged 45 to 54 years at 78.0 per cent, up from 47.1 per cent in 1979. However, this is still well below the rate recorded by men aged 45 to 54 years (88.6 per cent). 

Table 2.

 SEQ Table \* ARABIC 2
Narrowing participation rate gap between women and men by age group, 1979 and 2009a
	Age Group
	1979
	2009

	
	Women (%)
	Men (%)
	PR gap % pts
	Women (%)
	Men (%)
	PR gap % pts

	15 to 19 yrs
	58.6
	64.1
	-5.5
	58.2
	56.0
	2.2

	20 to 24 yrs
	69.3
	90.9
	-21.6
	76.6
	84.3
	-7.7

	25 to 34 yrs
	51.0
	96.2
	-45.2
	73.3
	91.2
	-17.9

	35 to 44 yrs
	57.2
	95.9
	-38.7
	75.3
	91.2
	-15.9

	45 to 54 yrs
	47.1
	91.6
	-44.5
	78.0
	88.6
	-10.6

	55 to 59 yrs
	27.8
	82.1
	-54.3
	63.4
	78.3
	-14.9

	60 to 64 yrs
	12.8
	54.4
	-41.6
	41.2
	59.4
	-18.2

	65 plus
	2.4
	11.6
	-9.2
	5.9
	15.1
	-9.2


a (12 month averages for each year.

Source: ABS (Labour Force, Australia, Cat. no. 6291.0.55.001, Data Cube LM1).

Long term trends in participation for mature aged women and men are shown in figure 2.13. While this paper concentrates on outcomes for mature aged women, it is interesting to note that in the past decade there has been a reversal in the trend towards early retirement for men with a gradual lift in participation for men aged 55 to 64 years. The participation rate for men aged 45 to 54 years has risen slightly in the past 10 years — by 1.3 percentage points — but increases in participation recorded by men aged 55 to 59 years and those aged 60 to 64 years have been much greater — up 5.8 percentage points and 12.7 percentage points, respectively (figure 2.13).

Thus, the narrowing of the gender gap in participation in the past decade for mature aged women has occurred at the same time as a slight increase in the participation rate of similarly aged men. These trends suggest complementarity, at the macro labour market level, rather than any substitution in labour force participation between men and women as they approach retirement.

Participation, however, is only part of the story. Because participation rates are a head-count measure (they cover those working full time and part time, as well as those unemployed), if women work less hours than men, comparisons of participation rates alone will tend to overstate the narrowing of the gap between the contribution to total hours worked in the economy of women and men.

Differences in distribution of hours worked by men and women

Women are much more likely to work part time and are much less likely to work longer hours than men. For example, around 45 per cent of employed women aged 45 to 64 years were working part time in 2009, compared with 12 per cent of men of the same age (ABS (2010a)).

The proportion of employed mature aged women working 34 hours or less in 2009 (which is defined as part time hours) was slightly higher at 53 per cent with the discrepancy being due to some women who normally work full time working shorter hours at the time of the survey.

The proportion of employed mature aged women working a 40 hour week fell from 25 per cent in 1979 to 11 per cent in 2009, while the proportion working 16 to 34 hours rose from 30 per cent to 37 per cent. Over the past three decades there has been a slight increase in the proportion of women aged 45 years or more working longer hours (50 hours per week or more), from 7 per cent to 10 per cent, while the proportion of employed men working these hours rose from 20 per cent to 23 per cent (figure 2.14).

Figure 2.

 SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 13
Gender trends in participation, 1979 to 2009a
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a( 12 month averages for each year.

Source: ABS (Labour Force, Australia, Cat. no. 6291.0.55.001, Data Cube LM1).

Figure 2.
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Distribution of working hours by gender, 1979 and 2009a
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a( 12 month averages for each year.

Source: ABS (Labour Force, Australia, Cat. no. 6291.0.55.001, Data Cube LM1).

Differences in hours worked and employment rates

The gap in average hours worked by mature aged men and women has narrowed over the last three decades, with a slight rise in average hours worked by women aged 45 to 54 years and 55 to 59 years and a fall in the average hours worked by men in all age groups. The gap has widened slightly for those aged 60 to 64 hours as the fall in hours worked by women in this age group was greater than the fall for men (table 2.3).

Nonetheless, there remain large gaps in the work intensity of mature aged women compared to men. This is explained by historically higher rates of part time employment among women.
 For example, the part time employment rate for women aged 45 to 54 years was 31.9 per cent in 2009 which compares with only 7.0 per cent for men of the same age.

The full time employment rate of women aged 45 to 54 years has risen by 16.2 percentage points to 43.3 per cent in the thirty years to 2009, and the full time employment rate for women aged 55 to 59 years rose by 19 percentage points (table 2.3). However, the ratio of full to part time employment has remained relatively constant (figure 2.9), so the impact on trends in average hours worked is negligible.

Men aged 45 to 54 years worked an average of 39.8 hours per week in 2009 compared to 29.6 hours per week for similarly aged women — a difference of 10.2 hours per week. The gap between the two has narrowed slightly by one hour per week in the past 30 years. 

Employment rates for all age groups of mature aged women — the combination of part time and full time employment rates — have increased considerably over the past thirty years. The employment rate for women aged 45 to 54 years has increased by almost 30 percentage points, while the rate for women aged 55 to 59 years and 60 to 64 years has risen by just over 34 percentage points and almost 28 percentage points, respectively (table 2.3).

Thus, the convergence of employment rates for mature aged women and men over the past thirty years has been due to the combination of an increase in employment rates of women in this age group in both full and part time employment and the decline in employment rates of mature aged men apart from those aged 60 to 64 years.

While there is room for participation of mature aged women to increase in terms of hours worked per week this is constrained somewhat by their strong preference for part time hours (discussed in chapter 3). However, the growing importance of full time work for this group over the past three decades should not be discounted — particularly for those aged 45 to 59 years.

Table 2.
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Employment rates and average hours worked by age and sex, 1979 and 2009a
	
	1979
	2009

	
	Women
	Men 
	Difference
	Women 
	Men 
	Difference

	PT Employment Rate (%) b
	
	
	
	
	
	

	45 to 54 yrs
	18.2
	2.6
	15.6
	31.9
	7.0
	24.9

	55 to 59 yrs
	11.4
	3.4
	8.0
	26.7
	10.1
	16.6

	60 to 64 yrs
	5.4
	4.7
	0.7
	22.4
	12.7
	9.7

	FT Employment Rate (%) c
	
	
	
	
	
	

	45 to 54 yrs
	27.1
	86.6
	-59.5
	43.3
	78.0
	-34.7

	55 to 59 yrs
	15.6
	76.0
	-60.4
	34.6
	65.6
	-31.0

	60 to 64 yrs
	7.1
	47.7
	-40.6
	17.8
	44.1
	-26.3

	Employment Rate (%) d
	
	
	
	
	
	

	45 to 54 yrs
	45.3
	89.2
	-43.9
	75.2
	85.0
	-9.8

	55 to 59 yrs
	27.0
	79.4
	-52.4
	61.3
	75.7
	-14.4

	60 to 64 yrs
	12.5
	52.4
	-39.9
	40.2
	56.8
	-16.6

	Average hours worked per week
	
	
	
	
	
	

	45 to 54 yrs
	28.9
	40.1
	-11.2
	29.6
	39.8
	-10.2

	55 to 59 yrs
	27.9
	38.1
	-10.2
	28.4
	38.0
	-9.6

	60 to 64 yrs
	27.9
	36.8
	-8.9
	25.3
	35.5
	-10.2


a( 12 month averages for each year. b Number of persons employed part time as a proportion of the population. c Number of persons employed full time as a proportion of the population. d Number of persons employed as a proportion of the population.

Source: ABS (Labour Force, Australia, Cat. no. 6291.0.55.001, Data Cube LM1).

Comparisons with participation of older women in other OECD countries

Another benchmark for the possible scope to increase the labour force engagement of mature aged women is the experience of women in other countries. The last two decades have witnessed strong growth in labour force participation for older women in most developed OECD countries. Balleer et al. (2009) found that the participation rate of women aged 55 to 64 years has increased markedly in recent years across the Euro area countries. A number of factors have contributed to the increase including: robust employment and economic growth from the mid 1990s (until the Global Financial Crisis); reforms targeted at groups with lower attachment to the labour market; and changes in cultural attitudes to work (particularly for women).

The authors of the study also concluded that age and cohort effects can explain a substantial part of the increase in labour force participation in the Euro area, but not the surge since the early 2000s. Depending upon the country, the estimated cohort profiles show an increase of 10 to 30 percentage points in female participation. The cohort effects were particularly significant for women, with those born in the late 1960s and early 1970s more likely to be participating in the labour market than women born earlier. Forward projections indicate that female participation will continue to increase in the Euro area through to 2030, stabilising at around 70 per cent, while participation for men will be characterised by a declining trend to around 74 per cent (Balleer et al. 2009). 

Participation rates of women 45 to 54 years — closing the gap on OECD leaders

The growth in the participation rate of women aged 45 to 54 years in Australia has been stronger than in a number of OECD countries, albeit starting from a much lower base (figure 2.15).

Figure 2.
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Labour force participation of women aged 45 to 54 years across selected OECD countries, 1979 to 2009
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Source: OECD OnLine Information Service (OLIS) Statistics Portal, accessed November 2010.

The participation rate for Australian women aged 45 to 54 years was 78.0 per cent in 2009, which is well in excess of the OECD average of 71.0 per cent. The gap between the highest participation recorded by an OECD country for this age group and Australia’s participation rate has narrowed from 34.8 percentage points in 1979 (when the lead country Sweden recorded a rate of 81.9 per cent and Australia recorded a rate of 47.1 per cent) to 12.2 percentage points in 2009 (when the lead country the Czech Republic participation rate was 90.2 per cent).

Despite the strong increase in labour force participation over the past three decades, Australia was ranked only 18th amongst 33 OECD countries in 2009 for participation rates for this age group of women. Australia’s rate of 78.0 per cent was, for example, below that for Finland (89.1 per cent), Sweden (87.4 per cent), Norway (84.4 per cent), France (83.1 per cent), Germany (82.3 per cent), New Zealand (82.2 per cent) and the United Kingdom (80.3), but slightly above that for the United States (76.0) (figure 2.16).

Figure 2.

 SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 16
Comparisons of participation rates of women aged 45 to 54 years, selected OECD countries, 1989 and 2009
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Source: OECD OnLine Information Service (OLIS) Statistics Portal, accessed November 2010.

Participation rates of older Australian women still lags the OECD leaders

The participation rate of women aged 55 to 64 years in Australia in 2009 was 52.9 per cent and significantly above the OECD average for this age group of 47.0 per cent. By comparison, in 1979 the rate for Australian women aged 55 to 64 (21 per cent) was well below the OECD average (37 per cent).

Participation for Australian women in this age group was fairly stable between 1979 and 1989, but has been rising steadily in the two decades since — up 29.3 percentage points (figure 2.17).

Figure 2.

 SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 17
Labour force participation of women aged 55 to 64 years across the OECD, selected countries, 1979 to 2009
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Source: OECD OnLine Information Service (OLIS) Statistics Portal, accessed November 2010.

Despite this increase, Australia was ranked equal 12th (with Germany) amongst 33 OECD countries in 2009, for participation rates for this age group of women. Australian participation rates are 13.7 percentage points below those of New Zealand and 17.1 percentage points behind the rate recorded in Sweden (figure 2.18).

Figure 2.
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Comparisons of participation rates of women aged 55 to 64 years, selected OECD countries, 1989 and 2009
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Source: OECD OnLine Information Service (OLIS) Statistics Portal, accessed November 2010.

Compared to other countries Australian women continue to display a strong life‑cycle participation pattern

While the ‘M shaped’ curve for labour force participation has been flattening over time, it still is pronounced in countries such as Australia and New Zealand, compared to many European and North American countries (figure 2.19). For most countries, labour force participation of women peaks in the 40 to 49 age group. However, direct country comparisons mask differences in maternity leave entitlements and how such leave is treated by statistical agencies when measuring labour force statistics. The variations in the level and shape of age participation profiles between countries may also reflect cultural and institutional factors and provide only a very general guide to future levels of  participation rates in Australia. 

Figure 2.
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Participation rates for women by age in various OECD countries, 1989 and 2009 a
	1989 

[image: image21.emf]0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

15 to

19

years

20 to

24

years

25 to

29

years

30 to

34

years

35 to

39

years

40 to

44

years

45 to

49

years

50 to

54

years

55 to

59

years

60 to

64

years

65 to

69

years

Age Group

Per cent

Australia

Canada

New Zealand

Sweden

United Kingdom

United States


2009 

[image: image22.emf]0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

15 to

19

years

20 to

24

years

25 to

29

years

30 to

34

years

35 to

39

years

40 to

44

years

45 to

49

years

50 to

54

years

55 to

59

years

60 to

64

years

65 to

69

years

Age Group

Per cent

Australia

Canada

New Zealand

Sweden

United Kingdom

United States




a(In some OECD countries women are regarded as in the labour force while on extended maternity leave.

Source: OECD OnLine Information Service (OLIS) Statistics Portal, accessed November 2010.

Nevertheless, cross country comparisons indicate that there is still room for the labour force engagement of mature aged women in Australia to grow. However, the narrowing of the gap between Australian participation rates and those in leading OECD countries suggests that such growth is likely to be more limited than in the recent past. 

�	Population of working age as defined by the ABS.


�	This is derived by dividing the change in mature aged women’s share of the working age population (3.6 percentage points) by the overall change in their share of total hours worked (8.3 percentage points).


�	Based on data from Labour Force Survey 96 STE07_Aug and ABS (2009) Labour Force Survey ST LM1.


�	Long-term unemployment as a share of total unemployment.


�	The rate of part time employment is the proportion of women working part time.
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