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Supply influences on participation decisions of mature aged women

	Key points

	· Decisions about whether to participate in the labour force reflect mature aged women’s varied household circumstances:

· the impact of having children on labour force participation is more muted for mature aged women than prime aged women due to the lower likelihood of the presence of younger children

· there is little difference in participation rates of women aged 45 to 54 years by marital status, but among women aged 55 to 64 years, those who are separated, divorced or single have higher participation rates than married or widowed women

· mature aged women who need to care for their partners or other dependent household members have lower participation rates

· mature aged women in couple households tend to replicate the labour force status of their partner. 

· Decisions to participate in the labour force appear to be taken earlier in life. The longer a woman has participated in the labour force the more likely she will be in the labour force when she reaches mature age. In contrast, if women have a short or an intermittent work history they are less likely to participate later in life.

· An increase in educational attainment has a positive and significant impact on labour force participation and this impact is stronger for women than men. This is likely to be a source of continued growth in labour force participation of mature aged women in the future as younger women currently have much higher levels of educational attainment than mature aged women of today. 

· Own health status is also strongly correlated with workforce participation — less healthy mature aged women are less likely to participate.

	

	


In previous chapters it was noted that economic studies of labour force participation assume that an individual has a choice as to whether to enter the labour force and will respond to the perceived costs and benefits from being in paid employment. However, the decision to enter the labour force is also affected by employment opportunities and the desire and capacity to respond to those opportunities. In this chapter, the desire and capacity of mature aged women to respond to these opportunities is examined by looking at the major supply factors which have underpinned the growth in employment of mature aged women in the past two decades. 

There is an extensive literature regarding the determinants of labour force participation for women in general. Most studies undertake multivariate analysis in an attempt to disentangle and quantify the separate influences of these factors, about which there is general consensus. But few studies have specifically looked at the supply influences on participation of mature aged women. Apart from reporting the findings of these studies, this chapter provides a descriptive analysis of the factors affecting the participation decisions of mature aged women. Understanding these supply factors and how they may be changing helps to identify how the participation of mature aged women in the labour force may change in future years.

The supply factors that have been identified as helping to explain mature aged women’s participation in terms of either expanding the employment opportunities available to them or constraining their ability to take up opportunities, include:

· household characteristics — family characteristics, marital status and the presence of children

· educational attainment

· own health status

· caring responsibilities — the need to care for an elderly, sick or disabled person who is a partner or spouse or household member

· wages 

· labour market experience — length of workforce participation

· ethnicity — proficiency in speaking English

· strength of labour market conditions — which can impact as an encouraged and/or discouraged worker effect 

· partner’s wages and their labour force status.

The relationship between these factors and participation decisions of mature aged women are explained in the following sections, along with results of studies and data which inform the strength of these relationships. Another major factor explaining women’s participation is age, however, this factor is not addressed here in isolation as it was covered in earlier chapters. Instead age is covered in conjunction with other factors such as education and caring activities.
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Household characteristics — family characteristics, marital status and the presence of children

Patterns in household formation

Most models of labour force behaviour seek to explain participation in terms of individual decision making. This approach, as explained in chapter 3, does not fully reflect the complexity of women’s interaction with the labour market and their household characteristics. It is useful to consider the household structure in which women live and investigate whether this is associated with significant differences in participation. 

Over the past four decades, mature aged women have experienced substantial social change including higher rates of divorce and separation, fewer children than women in earlier generations, relatively high rates of single household units and changing social attitudes towards participation in work. Forty years ago the typical household headed by mature aged people consisted of the male partner as the major breadwinner who worked on a permanent full time basis, with the likelihood of the partnered female working much less than is the case today. For example, it was not until 1966 that the ban on married women as permanent employees in the federal public service was lifted. Mature aged women today have far more diverse household arrangements which may affect their decision to enter the labour market.

Just over two thirds of mature aged women are living in couple households (with or without children) (table 5.1). A small proportion of women aged between 45 and 54 live in lone person households (13.3 per cent) or lone parent households (17.1 per cent). These shares change substantially for older mature aged women (aged 55 to 64 years) where the share of lone person households rise substantially (22.6 per cent).

Somewhat surprisingly, the data show no consistent relationship between household type and labour force participation. For example, the presence of children in the household does not consistently affect the pattern of participation. However, the age of children has an impact on the participation of mature aged female parents. 

For example, women aged 45 to 54 years in a couple relationship without children in the household
 have a slightly lower participation rate (76.4 per cent) than women in the same age group in a couple household with children less than 15 years (81.1 per cent), a much lower rate than women in the same age group in a couple household with dependent students aged 15 years and over (89.2 per cent), but a higher rate than women in this age group in a couple household with non-dependent children (66.7 per cent) (table 5.1). 

Underlying patterns may be masked by the use of 10 year age brackets in this analysis. For example, the impact of dependent children on younger women within the 45 to 54 years age group is likely to be different from the impact on older women within this age group. Children of the younger women are likely to be relatively younger themselves with different caring requirements to children in households of older women within this age group.

Table 5.
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Labour force participation of mature aged women and men by household type, 2007

	
	Participation rate of women aged 45 to 54 years
	Proportion of total pop of women aged 45 to 54 years 
	Participation rate of women aged 55 to 64 years
	Proportion of total pop of women aged 55 to 64 years

	
	%
	%
	%
	%

	Couple family without children a
	76.4
	26.0
	47.3
	56.0

	Couple family with children < 15 yrs
	81.1
	23.2
	nab
	0.8

	Couple family with dependent student (≥ 15 yrs)
	89.2
	14.5
	nab
	3.5

	Couple family with non-dependent children
	66.7
	5.8
	47.5
	7.4

	Lone parent with children < 15 yrs
	71.1
	8.0
	nab
	1.7

	Lone parent with dependent students (≥15 yrs)
	84.4
	3.9
	nab
	1.5

	Lone parent with non dependent children 
	83.1
	5.2
	55.6
	6.5

	Lone person
	78.3
	13.3
	56.1
	22.6

	Total
	79.3
	100.0
	51.0
	100.0


a Refers to households where couples have never had children and those where children are no longer residing in the household. b na indicates that there were too few observations for the results to be reliable.

Source: HILDA (2007) Release 7.0 weighted data.
Whether or not mature aged women are in a couple or lone household also does not consistently affect participation rates. Women aged 45 to 54 years in a lone parent household with children aged less than 15 years have a lower participation rate (71.1 per cent ) than otherwise similar women in a couple household (81.1 percent) but women in a lone parent household with non-dependent children have a far higher participation rate (83.1 per cent) than otherwise similar women in a couple household (66.7 per cent). 

Impact of marital status

Generally, the economic analysis of time allocation focuses on the effects of the wage of the individual making the decision to enter the labour force. However, this ignores the situation where the decision to participate is a joint decision of women with their partners. The decision whether to participate in the labour force, in such cases, can be seen as one of maximising the welfare of the household rather than the individual.  

HILDA data show that for women aged 45 to 54 years there is little difference in participation rates according to marital status. Among women aged 55 to 64 years, those separated, divorced or single have higher participation rates than married or widowed women (figure 5.1). 

It is possible to examine in more detail some of the aspects of household formation that may underpin these differences. One way in which marital status can affect the labour force participation of women is through the influence of the labour force status of their partner. If men and women have selected partners who are similar to themselves in terms of education levels, social outlook and values, through a process known as ‘assortative mating or pairing’, then the more career oriented an individual’s partner, the more likely that the individual will also be participating in the workforce. There is also evidence of women and men in partnered relationships coordinating their retirement plans which contributes to a positive relationship between a husband’s income and the labour force participation behaviour of his wife. 

Figure 5.
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Participation rates of mature aged women by marital status,a 2007
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a( The number of responses for widowed women aged 45 to 54 years and women aged 55 to 64 years who were not married but living with someone were too small for the data to be deemed reliable.

Source: HILDA (2007) Release 7.0 weighted data.
HILDA data confirm that the labour force status of married mature aged women often reflects that of her partner. For example, if their husband was not employed there is a strong likelihood that the women was also not employed. Just over 60 per cent of married women aged 45 to 54 years, whose married partner was not in the labour force, were also not in the labour force. The association is even more pronounced for women aged 55 to 64 years where just under 80 per cent of married women whose partner was not in the labour force were also not in the labour force. This reflects the increased likelihood of both partners being retired and not in the labour force in the older age group (table 5.2).

Further, if the male partner is employed full time, there is a strong likelihood that his female partner will be employed in either a full time or part time capacity, particularly in the younger age group. Only 18 per cent of married women aged 45 to 54 years, whose partner worked full time, were not employed. A much higher proportion (36 per cent), of married women aged 55 to 64 years were not employed if their partner was working full time.

Table 5.
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Labour force status of married mature aged women by labour force status of male partner, 2001 to 2006a
	
	Married women aged 45 to 54 years

	Labour force status of married male partner
	Labour force status of married female partner

	
	Not employed
	Employed part time
	Employed full time
	Total

	Not employed
	61.3
	17.8
	20.9
	100.0

	Employed part time
	23.1
	35.8
	41.1
	100.0

	Employed full time
	18.1
	40.1
	41.8
	100.0

	
	Married women aged 55 to 64 years

	Labour force status of married male partner
	Labour force status of married female partner

	
	Not employed
	Employed part time
	Employed full time
	Total

	Not employed
	79.0
	11.5
	9.5
	100.0

	Employed part time
	53.9
	30.2
	15.9
	100.0

	Employed full time
	36.3
	34.7
	29.0
	100.0


a Average of HILDA Waves 1-6.

Source: HILDA (2006) Release 6.0 weighted data.

Impact of partner’s wages

The labour force participation of mature aged women can also be affected by the income generated by their partner. It is difficult, a priori, to determine the nature of the relationship. On one hand, the higher the partner’s wage the less the need for mature aged women to enter the workforce and earn income. But alternatively, through the same ‘assortative mating or pairing process’ described above, career oriented mature aged women are more likely to be in a household with career oriented high earning partners. 

Australian studies which have looked at this issue have found an inconsistent relationship between income generated by a spouse and the participation behaviour of their female partner (box 5.1). 

	Box 5.
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Australian studies on the impact of spouse’s income on labour force participation of women

	· Miller and Volker (1983), using ABS Census data, found that income of a married partner did not influence the participation behaviour of women aged 45 to 54 years, but had a positive effect on participation of women aged 55 to 64 years.

· Birch (2005) found that women who receive $40 a week in income from investments or more than $125 per week in income from other sources had probabilities of labour force participation that were 13.5 and 32.5 percentage points lower, respectively, than women who did not have access to these forms of income. But Birch also found that a husband’s earnings had a positive effect on the likelihood of labour force participation of older women.

· Birch and Miller (2005) found evidence of ‘assortative mating’. This often leads to career oriented women partnering with men who have high involvement in paid work. These factors often combine to produce a positive relationship between income generated by a husband and the labour force participation behaviour of their wives.

· Cai (2010) found that a married woman’s labour supply is negatively related to her partner’s wage.

· for example, a $10 increase in a partner’s wage reduces the probability of a woman being employed by 3 percentage points

· for those married women whose partner’s wage was in the bottom quartile, 23 per cent were not employed, which compares with 33 per cent of women whose partner’s wage was in the top quartile

· the likelihood of married women working full time decreases in response to their partner’s wage — 36 per cent of married women whose partner’s wage was in the bottom quartile were working full time compared with 29 per cent of women whose partner’s wage was in the top quartile.

	

	


Possible reasons for the inconsistencies in the results of these studies include difficulties encountered in estimating the degree of access of women to partner’s income and measuring the various sources of non-labour income that may be available (Victorian Government 2005).

Impact of the number of children on workforce participation

Most studies of the labour force participation of women analyse the impact of caring for children. However, as was identified in chapter 3, mature aged women devote very little of their time to the care of children. Accordingly, the impact on labour force participation is likely to be limited. 

HILDA data reveal the extent of labour force participation of mature aged women with and without children (figure 5.2). For example, there is little difference in the participation rates of women aged 45 to 54 years with no children or one, two or three children. But the rate declines for those women with four or more children. The participation rate of women aged 45 to 54 years who have not had children was 83.8 per cent while the rate for women in the same age group who have had four children or more was 70.3 per cent. For women aged 55 to 64 years the participation rate for those without children was 61.1 per cent while the rate for those with 4 children or more was 37.1 per cent. 

Not surprisingly, the impact of having children on labour force participation is more muted for mature aged women than prime aged women (25 to 44 years). Mature aged women are more likely to have children of school age or older which provides them with greater opportunity to look for work and expand the number of hours they work. In fact, as noted in chapter 2, women aged 45 to 54 years have the highest full time employment rate and have the highest average hours worked per week of all age groups of women.

Figure 5.
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Participation rates of prime aged and mature aged women, by number of children, 2007
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Source: HILDA (2007) Release 7.0 weighted data.
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 SEQ Heading2 2
Impact of education on labour force status

A number of studies highlight the positive impact of increased educational attainment on labour force participation. The results of these studies are shown in box 5.2. Most studies look at the impact of education on participation by all women but some do focus on mature aged women.

	Box 5.

 SEQ Box \* ARABIC 2
Australian studies on the impact of education on labour force participation of mature aged women

	· All Australian studies found a positive relationship between the labour supply of women and their educational attainment. Birch (2005), for example, found that the likelihood of labour force participation for women aged 50 to 59 years, who left school after the age of 15 years, was 9 percentage points higher than for those women who left school earlier. The probabilities of labour force participation of women aged 50 to 59 years with a degree or diploma were 22.9 percentage points and 24.2 percentage points higher, respectively, than women of the same age with no post school qualifications. 

· A number of Australian studies also confirm the large and significant impact of having a degree or higher qualification on participation, including Wilkins (2004); Dawkins et al. (2004) and Cai (2007). All these studies found that the impact of education on female participation was larger than for men. There is also evidence to suggest that more educated Australian women work more hours than those with less education (Eyland et al. 1982) and (Knudsen and Peters 1994). 

· Treasury used ABS Census data and found that participation rates for women in all education attainment levels and in all age groups increased between 1981 and 2001 (i.e. those with a university degree or higher, post school qualifications and without post-school qualifications). The increase in participation of women aged 55 years and over with non-degree post school qualifications was 7.4 percentage points and women in this age group with a degree or above experienced an increase of 4.9 percentage points. In contrast women aged 55 years and over with no post-school qualifications experienced an increase in participation of 2.1 percentage points (Kennedy and Hedley 2003).

· More recent Treasury analysis shows significant increases in participation for women aged 55 to 64 years in the period between 2001 and 2006. In what may seem to be contradictory to other findings, the largest increases were recorded by those with no post-school qualifications (Kennedy et al. 2009). 

· Evans and Kelley (2004) found that education motivates women to look for work due to the attraction of higher wages and by encouraging more career focused attitudes. The authors found that education has a substantial impact on both labour force participation and hours worked by women. 


Education levels, by affecting the returns from work and preferences for work, have an important influence on the trade-off between paid work and other activities. The OECD, for example, states that:

Higher education is likely to give women access to more interesting and well-paid occupations, making paid employment more attractive and formal child-care arrangements more affordable. (OECD 2002, p. 71)

ABS Population Census data highlight the differences in labour force participation of women by age and highest level of educational attainment (figure 5.3). The chart shows that women with higher educational attainment have consistently higher rates of participation than women with no post school qualifications. The chart also shows the ‘M shaped’ labour force participation curve for women over the lifecycle, highlighted earlier in the report, is far more muted for more educated women. The dip in labour force participation is later and shallower for women with post school qualifications. Participation rates for women with no post school qualifications begin to fall from their mid 40s, whereas this trend is observed for women with a degree or above only from their early 50s.

Figure 5.
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Labour force participation of women, by educational attainment and age, 2006
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Source: ABS (Population Census 2006, Customised Data Report).

Other ABS data highlight that women with higher educational attainment not only have higher participation rates than those with lower educational attainment, but if they participate in the labour market, they are less likely to be unemployed and, if employed, more likely to be working full time. Women without non-school qualifications account for two thirds of those aged 45 to 54 years who are not in the labour force, but only 46 per cent of those employed. Women without non-school qualifications accounted for three quarters of those aged 55 to 64 years who are not in the labour force and only half of those employed (table 5.3).

Table 5.
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Labour force status of women aged 45 to 64 years, by level of highest non-school qualification, May 2009

	
	Total Emp  ‘000
	% Emp full time
	Not in lab force ‘000
	% of NILF
	% of pop
	Participation rate %
	Unemp rate %

	Women aged 45 to 54 yrs
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Bachelor degree
	210.6
	65.0
	24.0
	8.6
	16.3
	90.0
	2.4

	Advanced diploma or diploma
	141.1
	63.5
	17.5
	6.3
	11.1
	89.3
	3.3

	Certificate III/IV
	139.5
	57.1
	25.7
	9.2
	11.7
	85.0
	4.1

	Total with a non-school qualification a
	611.3
	64.3
	89.2
	32.1
	49.0
	87.6
	2.9

	Year 12
	169.1
	58.5
	50.6
	18.2
	15.4
	77.6
	3.5

	Year 11 or below
	366.2
	48.7
	138.4
	49.8
	35.7
	73.6
	4.9

	Total without a non-school qualification
	535.3
	54.1
	189.0
	67.9
	51.0
	74.8
	4.5

	TOTAL
	1146.7
	59.5
	278.1
	100.0
	100.0
	81.1
	3.6

	Women aged 55 to 64 yrs
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Bachelor degree 
	98.5
	59.5
	35.1
	7.0
	11.7
	74.3
	2.8

	Advanced diploma or diploma
	76.6
	58.7
	35.4
	7.1
	9.8
	68.8
	2.2

	Certificate III/IV
	65.0
	52.1
	29.6
	5.9
	8.4
	69.8
	4.9

	Total with a non-school qualification a
	317.3
	58.0
	127.4
	25.5
	39.0
	71.9
	2.7

	Year 12
	81.4
	58.2
	67.3
	13.5
	13.0
	55.3
	2.1

	Year 11 or below
	245.7
	45.2
	304.5
	61.0
	48.0
	45.4
	na

	Total without a non-school qualification
	327.1
	48.4
	371.8
	74.5
	61.0
	47.5
	2.7

	TOTAL
	644.4
	53.1
	499.2
	100.0
	100.0
	57.0
	2.7


a Includes women completing a Graduate diploma or Graduate certificate or above, Certificate I/II and Certificate n.f.d. (not further .defined). Other abbreviations — Emp is employed; NILF is not in labour force; Unemp rate is unemployment rate; and n.a. not available for publication due to suppression of cells.

Source: ABS (Survey of Education and Work, Cat. no. 6227.0, May 2009, unpublished data).

The labour force participation of mature aged women is likely to continue to grow as younger more educated women move into older age groups. Indeed higher levels of educational attainment are likely to be one of the major factors driving the cohort effects identified in chapter 2. ABS data show the growing proportion of mature aged women who have gained higher levels of educational attainment over the last two decades (table 5.4). 

Table 5.
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Proportion of population of women and men by education level by age, 1991 and 2009

	
	Women
	Men

	
	25-44 yrs
	45-54 yrs
	55-64 yrs
	25-44 yrs
	45-54 yrs
	55-64 yrs

	1991
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Bachelor degree or above
	10.9
	5.6
	2.7
	14.8
	11.7
	7.6

	Advanced diploma or below
	33.7
	28.7
	20.7
	41.9
	41.6
	36.5

	Total with non-school qualifications
	44.6
	34.4
	23.4
	56.7
	53.3
	44.1

	Attended highest level of schooling a
	15.1
	14.9
	16.1
	13.6
	11.0
	11.7

	Did not attend highest level of schooling
	39.9
	50.3
	59.8
	29.1
	34.9
	43.5

	Other qualification
	0.4
	*0.4
	*0.3
	0.6
	n.p.
	0.5

	Never attended school
	0.0
	*0.1
	*0.3
	0.0
	n.p.
	*0.1

	Total without a non-school qualification
	55.4
	65.6
	76.6
	43.3
	46.7
	55.9

	TOTAL
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0

	2009
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Bachelor degree or above
	34.0
	24.4
	19.2
	27.6
	23.2
	20.9

	Advanced diploma or below
	31.8
	33.6
	27.3
	39.4
	41.2
	40.8

	Total with non-school qualifications
	65.8
	58.0
	46.5
	67.0
	64.3
	61.6

	Year 12
	15.9
	11.9
	10.3
	14.6
	10.8
	9.2

	Year 11
	4.8
	6.4
	5.6
	4.3
	4.6
	4.3

	Year 10 and Year 9
	12.0
	20.8
	29.2
	12.3
	17.6
	17.9

	Year 8 or below
	1.4
	n.p.
	7.8
	1.6
	2.6
	6.7

	Did not go to school
	*0.1
	n.p.
	*0.6
	**0.1
	**0.1
	*0.3

	Total without a non-school qualification
	34.2
	42.0
	53.5
	33.0
	35.7
	38.4

	TOTAL
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0


a(Not possible to determine the highest level of schooling completed in 1991 — only attendance.

* estimate has a relative standard error of 25 to 50 per cent and should be used with caution. ** estimate has a relative standard error >50 per cent and is considered too unreliable to use. 

n.p. not available for publication, but included in totals where applicable. Rounding was used to determine some sub-categories.

Source: ABS (Survey of Transition from Education to Work, 1991) and ABS (Survey of Education and Work Cat. no. 6227.0, May 2009, unpublished data).

For example, almost one quarter of women aged 45 to 54 years had a Bachelor degree in 2009, compared with only 6 per cent in 1991. Similarly just under one fifth of women aged 55 to 64 years had a Bachelor degree in 2009 compared with only 3 per cent in 1991. The potential for more highly educated women moving into older age groups in the future is supported by the knowledge that just over one third of women aged 25 to 44 years had a Bachelor degree or above, which compares with 28 per cent of men of the same age.
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Impact of own health on labour force participation

Health status can have a significant impact on labour force participation of mature aged women. Poor health can be seen as constraining the choice of those women who would have otherwise chosen to work. People with poor health may not be able to work as effectively or productively as those with better health and may find it more difficult to find suitable work. Those with poor health are also more likely to have lower productivity and have to accept lower paid work which may affect their participation decisions. Poor health has a significant impact on participation decisions of mature aged and older people and is cited by many as the major reason for leaving the workforce and early retirement. This issue is taken up further in chapter 7.

The relationship between health and work can also work in the opposite direction whereby participation in work can impact on health outcomes — particularly in working environments that are stressful in a physical or mental sense, where jobs are less secure and where there is an expectation of long working hours. Alternatively, participation in the workforce can have psychological benefits in terms of improving self worth and confidence through social interaction and achieving greater material self sufficiency.

In summary, the interaction between health and labour force engagement can work in different directions — poor health can prevent engagement while the nature of work performed can either contribute to psychological and physical benefits or deterioration. Results of Australian studies into the impact of health on labour force participation are shown in box 5.3. 

	Box 5.

 SEQ Box \* ARABIC 3
Australian studies on the impact of health status on participation

	· Health status influences a person’s decision to participate through its effect on wages, preferences and expected life horizon (Suhrcke et al. 2005). 

· Chronic diseases have been found to have a negative effect on labour force participation (Jose et al. (2004)); Au et al. (2005)). A woman with arthritis, for example, was found to be 25 per cent more likely to be outside the labour force than a woman without this disease. Both Australian and international evidence has shown that poor health and disability adversely affects participation (PC 2006).

· Working may contribute to an increase in a person’s general activity level, thus improving overall physical health. Conversely, the type of work people are engaged in may lead to a deterioration in health, either because of the physical and psychological effects of working long hours or, at the opposite extreme, because too few or irregular hours of work may be associated with job insecurity (Dockery 2006; Adam and Flatau 2005).

· Waghorn and Chant (2005) cite studies showing that positive and meaningful employment experiences may lead to improved self-esteem. 

· Mental health problems might also arise from not having enough work, or becoming unemployed. Adverse health consequences are more likely to arise, the more satisfied people were in the job they lost (Dockery 2006). Adam and Flatau (2005) found that job uncertainty contributed to poorer mental health.

· Austen (2005) found that the estimated probability of a healthy woman in her late 40s being a labour force participant was just over 81 per cent — but this fell to around 64 per cent if their health rating changed to fair or poor.

· Cai and Kalb (2004) estimated that the effect of labour force participation on health was positive and significant for older women aged 50 to 60 years and younger men. However, for younger females and older males, the impact of labour force participation on health is not significant.

· LaJeunesse (2010) concluded that older women working in situations which were relatively free of workplace stress, job insecurity and long work hours were less likely to experience a decline in health than women of similar age who were marginally attached to the workforce.

	


Poor health is cited by 23 per cent of women aged 50 to 69 years who have retired, as the major reason prompting their retirement (HILDA 2007). Further analysis of HILDA data found that health mattered more at older ages. The participation rates of women and men aged 55 to 64 years with poor or fair health are much lower than those aged 45 to 54 years with the same health rating (figure 5.4). Mature aged men have higher participation rates than mature aged women for all health ratings.

Figure 5.

 SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 4
Labour force status by self-reported health status of mature aged Australian women and men, 2007
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Source: HILDA (2007) Release 7.0 weighted data.
5.

 SEQ Heading2 4
Caring responsibilities
Caring responsibilities can act as a significant barrier to labour force participation for some mature aged women. ABS data show that just over 10 per cent of mature aged women in September 2009 who were not in the labour force and were not looking for work cited caring for ill, disabled or elderly people as the main barrier to employment. This employment obstacle confronted around 25 000 mature aged women at this time (ABS 2009). 

Informal carers are classified by ABS data as ‘economically inactive’ as they are not in the labour force and not remunerated for their services. However. the caring services they provide give rise to socially valuable outputs. If all informal carers  were to move into the labour force then much of their caring role would need to be taken up by paid carers. Some of this increase in participation would only represent the movement of previously undertaken non-market caring activity into the monetised sector with little impact in overall community welfare.

The cost of replacing informal care by paid carers presents a dilemma to policy makers. The choice may be between trying to contain the costs of aged and community care in which informal carers play a significant role, and trying to achieve other objectives through policies which are designed to encourage mature aged people (some of whom are unpaid carers) to enter or stay in the labour force longer in order to boost aggregate participation, bolster retirement savings and alleviate skill shortages ((Page et al. 2009).

ABS data reveal that women are more likely than men to undertake caring roles — particularly primary care. For example, women accounted for 71 per cent of primary carers and 54 per cent of all carers in 2003 (latest available data). Mature aged women aged 45 to 64 years accounted for a third of all primary carers and 22 per cent of all carers (ABS 2003).

A primary carer is a person who provides the most informal assistance, in terms of help or supervision, to a person with a disability. The same ABS data source shows that in 2003 almost a quarter of women aged 55 to 59 years were caring for people with a disability and/or older people (those aged 60 years and over) (figure 5.5). The chart shows that caring responsibilities peak at the 55 to 59 years age group.

Figure 5.

 SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 5
The proportion of women in each age group who are carers,a 2003
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a(Primary carers are those who provided the most informal assistance to a person with a disability.

Source: ABS (Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers, Cat. no. 4430.0, 2003).

Women with caring responsibilities are less likely to be employed and, if working, are more likely to be employed part time. One half of all primary carers are in the labour force, rising to just over 70 per cent for non-primary carers (table 5.5). By comparison around 78 per cent of non carers were in the labour force. 

Table 5.

 SEQ Table \* ARABIC 5
Labour force status of carers and non carers,a 2003 

	
	Sex of carer
	Type of carer
	Non carers
	Female carers – 35 to 64 years

	
	Male
	Female
	Primary
	Non-primary
	All carers
	
	

	
	%
	%
	%
	% 
	%
	%
	%l

	Employed full time
	59.3
	24.1
	22.1
	43.3
	39.5
	52.2
	23.9

	Employed part time
	15.1
	30.2
	26.3
	23.0
	23.6
	21.2
	30.8

	Employed total
	74.5
	54.3
	48.4
	66.3
	63.1
	73.4
	54.7

	Unemployed
	4.2
	3.8
	1.6
	4.5
	3.9
	4.2
	1.8

	Total in the labour force
	78.6
	58.1
	50.0
	70.8
	67.0
	77.6
	56.4

	Total not in the labour force
	21.4
	41.9
	50.0
	29.2
	33.0
	22.4
	43.6

	Total 15 to 64 years
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0


a Aged 15 to 64 years unless otherwise stated.

Source: ABS (A Profile of Carers in Australia, Cat. no. 4448.0, Table 5.1 p 56, from Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers, 2003).
Women who are carers are less likely to be in the labour force than men who are carers (58 per cent compared to 79 per cent). One reason for this is that women are more likely to be primary carers — primary carers make up 29 per cent of all female carers aged 45 to 64 years compared to 14 per cent of all male carers of the same age group. Primary carers are more likely to want flexible part time employment with fewer hours, or no work, depending upon the severity of the disability or poor health suffered by the person they are looking after (box 5.4).

Some carers may have different skill and demographic characteristics than non carers which may explain at least part of the differences in employment rates. People who have less likelihood of finding work and the lowest earning potential may choose caring roles (or be selected by family members for such roles). These people may be more likely to be women.
Also, potential carers who have better prospects of finding work and better earning potential may decide to participate in the workforce and purchase caring services if their earnings exceed the cost of care.

	Box 5.

 SEQ Box \* ARABIC 4
Australian studies on the impact of caring responsibilities on participation

	· Gray et al. (2008) found that:

· the most commonly reported barrier to participation of persons with caring responsibilities was the difficulty in finding jobs which provide flexible conditions of employment such as suitable working hours

· another major barrier is the lack of alternative disability caring arrangements

· just over two thirds of those in receipt of Carer Allowance who were not employed wanted to work, along with one half of those who were unemployed in receipt of Carer Payment. The desire to work was lower for those aged 51 to 65 years than those in younger age groups

· about three quarters of employed female carers had to change jobs or working arrangements in order to care for persons with disabilities while a substantial number had to give up work at some time in order to provide care.

· As part of the Taskforce on Care Cost undertaken in Australia in 2007, a survey was conducted of 2 284 Australian workers. Of the respondents, 383 (or 16.8 per cent) self-identified as providing care for an aged or disabled person:

· 14 per cent of respondents considered leaving the workforce due to the cost of care 

· 24 per cent had reduced their working hours due to the cost of care

· just over one third considered their careers had suffered due to the competing demands of caring and working 

· two thirds would refuse a job or promotion if it prevented them from undertaking their caring responsibilities

· just over one half of employed carers working part time would increase their hours if care was more affordable (Taskforce on Care Costs (2007)).

· Lee and Garmotnev (2007) report that women in poor health tend to be selected into caring roles as they are already disengaged from the labour force due to a health condition. The study found that middle aged women are more likely to experience poorer physical and emotional health as a result of caring than women in other age groups. Hence the effects of caring for these women can exacerbate a health condition which may already exist.
· Bittman et al. (2007) found that informal carers faced significant adverse financial effects compared to non-carers due to foregone earnings as a result of having to leave the workforce or needing to reduce their working hours.

· Gray and Edwards (2009) concluded that the main factors associated with lower rates of employment for female carers were their own relatively low levels of educational attainment and/or poor health, having to provide full time care, needing to care for a child with a disability and lack of access to respite care. 

	

	


A number of studies have been undertaken into the impact of caring responsibilities on labour force participation some of which are shown in box 5.4. These studies confirm a negative relationship between caring responsibilities and labour force participation (or the intensity of that participation), but do not necessarily focus on the impact on mature aged women.

HILDA data also show the impact of caring responsibilities on labour force participation of mature aged women. Women aged 45 to 54 years who care for a spouse or partner or household member who has a long term health condition or who are elderly or have a disability, have much lower participation rates than women who do not have this responsibility (figure 5.6). The participation rates of women aged 55 to 64 years who have similar caring responsibilities are also affected, but not as much as women in the younger age group.

Figure 5.

 SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 6
Participation rates of mature aged women, by caring responsibility, 2007a
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a Caring responsibility relates to the care of persons who have a long term health condition or who are elderly or have a disability. Household members can include spouse or partner, parent, parent-in-law, older child (15 years plus), young child, other relative or other unrelated person.

Source: HILDA (2007) Release 7.0 weighted data.

5.

 SEQ Heading2 5
Responsiveness of women’s labour force participation to changes in wages

A key factor motivating individuals to enter the labour force is to gain income (chapter 3). Potential wages are a crucial determinant of whether or not an individual enters the labour market and the level of intensity that an individual chooses to allocate to work activities as measured by hours worked. An increase in the wage can lead to an increase in participation behaviour of those not currently in work. A wage increase may also lead to a change in labour supply for those already in work, as measured by either an increase or decrease in hours worked, depending upon the relative strengths of the income and substitution effects. Substitution effects are the response to a wage increase where work becomes more attractive to an individual compared to leisure. Income effects are the responses to wage increases that lead to individuals being able to afford to work less due to increased income. Australian studies have generally found that participation decisions by women are positively associated with wages (box 5.5).

The results of these studies indicate that older women exhibit relatively inelastic labour supply with respect to wages. In other words, an increase in wages is not as likely to produce a large change in participation, or hours of work, for older women, as their younger counterparts. Many mature aged women appear to have made a lifestyle choice regarding whether to work or not and are, therefore, not very responsive to the financial incentives offered by higher wages.

5.

 SEQ Heading2 6
Impact of previous labour force experience

An important feature of labour market behaviour is the extent of ‘inter-temporal persistence’ or persistence of labour force status over time (Heckman and Willis 1977). Several Australian studies have shown a positive relationship between mature aged women’s labour force participation and their prior labour force experience (box 5.6). In particular, women with greater labour market experience are more likely to increase their chances of being employed in later life.

	Box 5.

 SEQ Box \* ARABIC 5
Australian studies on the impact of wages on labour force participation of mature aged women

	· Miller and Volker (1983) found that a 10 per cent increase in the potential market wages of women aged 45 to 54 years increased their likelihood of labour force participation by 8.7 per cent, but an increase in market wages did not significantly affect the labour force participation behaviour of women aged 55 to 64 years. 

· Norris (1996) reported the wage elasticity for women in Australia ranged between 0.40 and 0.50. 

· Shamsuddin (1998) concluded that the wage effect on labour supply in terms of hours worked was positive and statistically significant for native born women and those born in other English speaking countries, but insignificant for those from non‑English speaking backgrounds.

· Kalb (2000) found that married women in families with partners on low wages have higher labour supply elasticities than those with partners on higher wages. 

· Scutella (2001) found that the more children that married women had the less responsive was their labour participation to a change in wages. The study also concluded that the labour supply response was more elastic for married women with older children than for those with children of pre-school age. 

· Evans and Kelley (2004) concluded that the labour force participation behaviour of Australian women aged 50 and older was not influenced by higher potential earnings.

· Austen and Birch (2005) also found that increased wages had a larger impact on mature aged women under 50 years of age — a 10 per cent increase in market wage opportunities increased the probability of labour force participation for women aged 40 to 49 years in Australia by 12.2 per cent, whereas the effect for women aged between 50 to 59 years was slightly lower at 9.6 per cent.

· Breunig et al. (2005) concluded that women with lower educational attainment had a higher elasticity of supply with respect to wages.

· Birch (2005) examined a number of Australian studies which found that the elasticity of labour force participation of Australian women varied considerably depending upon the estimation procedure used. The estimates ranged from -0.19 to 1.30 while the mean elasticity was 0.75 for Australian women of all ages. In other words, an increase in a woman’s potential market wage by 10 per cent would increase the likelihood that she will participate in the labour market by around 7.5 per cent. Birch concluded that wages play a greater role in decisions by women to enter the labour market rather than their decisions to alter hours worked.

	`


	Box 5.

 SEQ Box \* ARABIC 6
Australian studies on the impact of labour market experience on labour force participation of mature aged women

	· Cai and Kalb (2004) measured the amount of time women spent in paid work after they left school and concluded that labour market experience has a positive impact on labour force participation of women aged 50 to 60 years.

· Austen (2005) used data from the Negotiating the Life Course Survey in Australia and found that, for women aged 46 to 50 years, previous labour market experience had a strong impact on current labour force participation. For example, if a woman without tertiary qualifications was a labour force participant in her early 40s she had a just over 92 per cent chance of participating in her late 40s. However, those women who had not participated in their early 40s had only around a 9 per cent chance of participating in their late 40s. If a woman with tertiary qualifications participated in the labour market in her early 40s then she had almost a 92 per cent probability of participating in her late 40s. Those tertiary qualified women who did not participate in their early 40s only had a 14.6 per cent probability of participating in their late 40s.


Figure 5.7 shows participation rates for mature aged women based on the number of years they have spent in paid work. The number of years in paid work reported by respondents may not necessarily be continuous and could have been at any time over the previous 30 to 40 years. The data provide an indication of the impact of length of past work experience on current participation rates.

The data show that the greater the number of years in paid work the higher is the participation rate for mature aged women aged 45 to 54 years. Women that have more than 20 years experience have participation rates between two and three times higher than women with less than ten years experience. For mature aged women aged 55 to 64 years the difference is even greater.

It is also important to understand the reasons underlying this labour force persistence. It could be due to the nature of previous labour force experience itself or the individual characteristics of the women concerned or other factors. Cai (2010) has examined the sources of labour force persistence for married women: 

· ‘state dependence’ or previous labour force history, which refers to the situation where an individual’s current labour force status is contingent or dependent upon their previous labour force experiences or ‘labour force state’. In other words, being in a job in the past improves the chances of being in the labour force and in work in the present. A history of employment experience builds human capital and is of current value to employers as one measure of a person’s employability. The reverse is also true — a history of long periods of labour market inactivity or unemployment in the past increases the likelihood of currently not being in the labour force

· ‘individual characteristics or heterogeneity’ which refers to measurable factors associated with an individual’s characteristics such as level of educational attainment, abilities and intelligence, preferences for work and leisure and motivation. Variation in such characteristics helps explain why some individuals might remain in the labour market while others have more spasmodic attachment. Women with a preference for work over leisure who are highly motivated and who are highly capable may be more likely to exhibit high labour force persistence

· ‘transitory shocks that are serially correlated’ may affect labour force participation. For example, an individual may have experienced a temporary period of ill health which undermined their past labour market participation and consequently affected their current participation status and may possibly affect their participation in the future.

Figure 5.

 SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 7
Participation rates of mature aged women by years in paid work, 2007
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Source: HILDA (2007) Release 7.0 weighted data.
The source of labour force persistence can have policy relevance for understanding the nature of barriers that mature aged women currently outside the labour force are likely to face when seeking to enter the labour force. This has particular relevance for women who are marginally attached to the labour force. State dependence implies that policy makers may need to act quickly to provide employment opportunities to unemployed people to avert the risk of state dependence or they may need to target deficiencies in individual characteristics (such as lack of sufficient education and training) to increase their chances of finding work.

Cai (2010) found that the labour supply of married women is not affected by their past labour supply (that is, there is no state dependence), but individual heterogeneity and serial correlation of transitory shocks play important roles in inter-temporal persistence of labour supply status of married women in Australia. Cai (2010) concluded that non-labour income, education, health and the number and age of children have strong impacts on labour supply of married women. 

5.

 SEQ Heading2 7
Impact of ethnicity on participation

Ethnicity can have an impact on labour force participation as proficiency with the English language affects the capacity to communicate effectively in a work environment. There can also be differences in cultural attitudes towards women working outside the home. HILDA data show that just under three quarters of mature aged women in Australia in 2007 were Australian born, 12.6 per cent were born in the main English speaking countries which includes the United Kingdom, New Zealand, Canada, USA, Ireland and South Africa. The remaining 13.7 per cent were born in other, largely non-English speaking countries.

HILDA data provide information on the participation rates of mature aged women by their country of birth and proficiency with the English language. The data show that, for both mature age groups, women born in other countries (largely non-English speaking) have lower participation rates than those born in Australia and those born in main English speaking countries. Interestingly, participation rates of mature aged women born in main English speaking countries are slightly higher than those for mature aged women born in Australia (figure 5.8).

Figure 5.

 SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 8
Participation rates of mature aged women by country of birth, 2007a
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a( Main English speaking countries include United Kingdom, New Zealand, Canada, USA, Ireland and South Africa.

Source: HILDA (2007) Release 7.0 weighted data.
A number of studies have been undertaken which examine the relationship between ethnicity, in terms of country of birth and proficiency with the English language, and labour force participation of women. There is some variation in the findings as to the relationship between country of birth and labour force participation. The results of these studies are shown in box 5.7.

Data from HILDA provide some self assessment data on reading and mathematical skills which can be cross tabulated with country of birth and labour force status to construct participation rates (table 5.6). Poorer reading and mathematical skills are associated with lower labour force participation regardless of whether the mature aged women were born in an English speaking country or not. The impact is much greater if born in a non-English speaking country and the impact of poorer English speaking skills has a greater impact than that of poorer mathematical skills.

	Box 5.

 SEQ Box \* ARABIC 7
Australian studies on the impact of ethnicity on labour force participation of women

	· A number of Australian studies have found that women born overseas have lower participation rates than women born in Australia — Wooden (1990); Foster and Baker 1996; and Cai and Kalb (2004).

· Shamsuddin (1998) found that the employment rate of women born in non-English speaking countries in 1990 was 42 per cent, which compared with 53 per cent for those born in Australia and other English speaking countries. Women from non‑English speaking backgrounds worked slightly more hours and earned lower wages than those from other birthplaces. 

· Cobb-Clark and Chapman (1999) and Gray and Hunter (1999) found that proficiency with the English language had a marked effect on participation rates.

· Wooden and VandenHeuvel (1997) found that differences in participation between women born in non-English speaking countries and those born in Australia or English speaking countries could not be explained by proficiency in English.

· Miller and Volker (1983) concluded that women born overseas had higher participation rates than women born in Australia across all age groups.

· Inglis and Stromback (1986) found that the probability of immigrants being unemployed was directly correlated with the period of residency in Australia. It was also found that while English proficiency had a large impact in determining male employment it had less impact on female immigrants as they tended to occupy less skilled jobs which did not require high levels of English proficiency.

· Brooks and Volker (1985) found that women born overseas were more likely to work than those born in Australia, but there was only a weak association between country of birth and hours worked. In contrast, Miller (1985) found that women born overseas tend to work longer hours than women born in Australia. 

· More recent studies by Kidd and Ferko (2001) and Scutella (2001) concluded that women born in Australia were much more likely to participate in the labour market than women born overseas. Scutella examined the participation behaviour of women who were born in Europe, the Middle East and Asia.

· Cai (2010) found that the labour force participation of overseas born married women is lower than those married women born in Australia, but only the estimate for immigrants from non-English speaking countries was significantly lower. While these differences may be due to differences in cultural preferences, it was suggested that language difficulties could be another possible explanation. 

	


Not surprisingly, a much higher proportion of mature aged women born in non-English speaking countries professed moderate or poor language skills (24 per cent) than those born in Australia or main English speaking countries (5.8 per cent) (table 5.6). 

Table 5.

 SEQ Table \* ARABIC 6
Participation rates of mature aged women, by self assessed reading and mathematical skills and country of birth, 2007

	Category
	Australia or main English speakinga
	Other

	
	%
	%

	Participation rates by reading skill level
	
	

	  Good or excellent
	71.0
	68.8

	  Moderate or poor
	49.9
	39.7

	
	
	

	Participation rates by mathematical skill level
	
	

	  Good or excellent
	74.0
	66.8

	  Moderate or poor
	59.7
	45.5

	
	
	

	Reading skills of mature aged women
	
	

	  Good or excellent
	94.2
	76.0

	  Moderate or poor
	5.8
	24.0

	Total 
	100.0
	100.0

	
	
	

	Mathematical skills of mature aged women
	
	

	  Good or excellent
	70.0
	76.7

	  Moderate or poor
	30.0
	23.3

	Total 
	100.0
	100.0


a( Main English speaking countries include United Kingdom, New Zealand, Canada, USA, Ireland and South Africa.

Source: HILDA (2007) Release 7.0 weighted data.

A smaller proportion of women from non-English speaking countries (23.3 per cent) professed only moderate or poor mathematical skills compared to women born in Australia or other English speaking countries (30 per cent) .

5.

 SEQ Heading2 8
Impact of current economic conditions on labour force participation

A number of studies have been conducted into the impact of current economic conditions on labour force participation of women, and in some cases mature aged women in particular. The purpose of many of these studies was to establish whether the strength of the economy contributed to an ‘encouraged worker effect’ or ‘discouraged worker effect’ for women. For example, contraction in the demand for labour during an economic downturn may discourage women from looking for work. Alternatively, if their male partner loses their job during a downturn women may feel compelled to look for work or increase their working hours to compensate for loss of family income. 

The results of studies are not always directly comparable. Some measure the labour participation response of women to an increase in the unemployment rate of men which is used as a measure of general labour market conditions. Others measured the effect on labour force participation of married women associated with the job loss of their partner.

These studies produced differing findings — some finding a discouraged worker effect, others an added worker effect. The encouraged worker effect relates to responses of married women to income loss following their partner’s job loss. This response came from women already in work through increased supply of hours rather than increased participation of women not in the labour force. The results of these studies are shown in box 5.8.

	Box 5.

 SEQ Box \* ARABIC 8
Australian studies on the impact of current economic conditions on labour force participation of women

	· Miller and Volker (1983), using ABS Census  data from 1976, found that participation rates of women aged 55 to 64 years responded positively to an increase in the unemployment rate of men aged 35 to 54 years and found little evidence of a significant discouraged worker effect across all age groups. 

· In contrast, Stricker and Sheehan (1981) attributed most of the reduction in participation of married women in the late 1970s to a discouraged worker effect.

· More recently Xiaodong Gong (2010) looked at the impact on labour force participation of married women in Australia to the negative income shock following the job loss of their partner. Longitudinal HILDA data showed a significant added worker effect in terms of increased full time employment and hours worked rather than increased participation. 

· Women with partners who experienced recent job loss were 2.8 percentage points more likely to be working full time and 4.3 percentage points more likely to be working longer hours than their female counterparts who had not experienced the recent job loss of their partner.

The study also found evidence of a discouraged worker effect for married women in response to an economic downturn. 

· For every one percentage point increase in the national unemployment rate, the likelihood of married women participating in the labour force decreased by 1.2 percentage points.




�	This can include mature aged women who have never had children and mature aged women whose children are no longer living in the household.
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