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Lifestyle choices and work preferences of mature aged women

	Key points

	· In making choices about engagement in paid employment mature aged women will weigh up the enjoyment of, and remuneration from, paid work against any lost government benefits or allowances and the opportunity cost in terms of time that could otherwise be spent in activities such as engagement in domestic activities, voluntary work, education, leisure and travel. 

· There is a substantial group of mature aged women who have a strong attachment to home duties or other non-work activities and even relatively large changes in economic incentives are unlikely to alter their decision not to work.

· Choice may also be constrained by obligations to care for children or a sick, disabled, or elderly partner or relative.

· Time use by women varies from that of men and across age groups. This reveals differences in preferences and constraints. Relative to men, women devote less of their time to employment, recreation and leisure activities and more of their time to domestic activities and caring roles. Mature aged women devote less time to education and child care, but more to voluntary work/care than younger women. 

· The scope for accelerating the growth in participation in the labour force for mature aged women is limited. There are only around 7 per cent of mature aged women (or around 200 000) who are not in the labour force but wanted to work. More importantly, of mature aged women not in the labour force, two thirds did not want to work, while just over 11 per cent were permanently unable to work.

· There appears to be little scope to increase labour force engagement by those women already attached to the labour force by fully meeting their preferences. A substantial proportion of mature aged women working part time would like to increase their hours of work. But more than offsetting this is the significant share of mature aged women working full time who want to reduce their hours of work.

· Against the background trend of continued growth in participation, these findings suggest that the scope to accelerate growth in current mature aged women’s involvement in the labour force in terms of labour force participation or in terms of hours of work may well be limited.



	

	


The previous chapter described the increase in hours worked by mature aged women, both in absolute terms and as a share of the total hours worked by all persons. Demographic changes and higher labour force participation were the main proximate drivers, with no substantive change in average hours worked. The modest rise in average hours worked by part time workers was almost fully offset by the fall in the hours of women working full time.

This chapter presents a framework for examining factors which affect the decisions made by women about engaging in paid work. An analysis of their allocation of time to various activities such as education, work, leisure, domestic activities and child care over the life cycle reveals differences in the preferences of mature aged women relative to younger women and men. The chapter also considers the constraints on mature aged women’s participation and hours worked decisions, and the extent to which preferences are being matched. 
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A framework for considering participation decisions

The trade-off between paid work and other activities

How much paid work (referred to hereafter as ‘work’) to undertake is a fundamental decision facing most individuals. There are various economic and non-economic approaches that can shed light on such a decision. Economic theory emphasises the role of individual decisions in weighing up the costs and benefits of working relative to other activities. The decision on how time is allocated between competing activities requires a trade-off between the returns from work and the returns from other activities such as leisure, caring responsibilities and education. This trade-off depends on the individual’s preference for work and the consumption it supports, and the level of satisfaction they receive from other activities. If the returns to work increase, say from a wage rise, generally individuals tend to sacrifice some non-work activities for more work (chapter 5). The decision can be represented in a time allocation model (box 3.1). 

	Box 3.
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Time allocation model 

	The trade off between the time spent on work and non-work activities is shown in the diagram below. The maximum time spent on work and non-work activities is fixed — there are only 24 hours in a day. But maximum income — when an individual allocates all their time to work — depends on the wage less related costs of working (such as travel costs and childcare costs). This effective wage rate determines the available decision set (also known as the budget constraint) which is represented by the line C1. 

An individual’s preferences between work (and the income it delivers) and non-work activities is represented by the indifference curve I1. This shows the combinations of work and non-work activities that give the individual the same level of satisfaction. As this curve shifts ‘out’ (such as from I1 to I2), it depicts choice sets with higher levels of satisfaction.

The individual will choose the hours of work that give them the highest possible level of satisfaction. For budget constraint C1 and indifference curve I1 this is at point A. A rise in the wage rate shifts the budget constraint out to C2 and would result in the person choosing to work more, represented by the shift from point A to point B.

Changes in the shape of the indifference curve, such as moving from I2 to I3, represent a shift in an individual’s preferences. In this example, I3 is a shift in preferences towards work. That is, the individual prefers to work longer hours at the same wage rate, represented by the shift from point B to point B1. This could be due to a decline in the caring needs of the family, for example, lowering the opportunity cost of working. 
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The model implies that in a world without constraints on choice, a person will engage in work up to the point where the benefits they derive from the income and personal fulfilment from an extra hour of work, just equals the cost to them of losing this hour to spend on other activities, such as childcare, recreation or voluntary work. Some of these costs may be pecuniary, such as the cost of purchasing childcare, while some are intrinsic or less tangible, such as the enjoyment that would have come from the foregone recreational activity.

The preferences for work and non-work activities vary across individuals, and perhaps more so for women than men. Hakim (2006) suggests that women are heterogeneous in their work preferences and how they manage the choice between family and employment. Hakim classifies the preferences of women (and men) into three categories: home centred, work centred and adaptive (table 3.1). She argues that more women have preferences that correspond to adaptive preferences, while men tend to be more work-centred. 

Hakim’s framework implies that the involvement of many women in the labour force can be the result of relatively fixed preferences that can be insensitive to financial incentives such as increasing wage rates (i.e. ‘home centred’ and ‘work centred’ women). Indeed it is only the middle group (i.e. ‘adaptive’ group) that may change their decisions to work or not in response to changing economic conditions.

Table 3.
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Hakim’s preference types

	Home centred
10 to 30 per cent of women
	Adaptive
40 to 80 per cent of women
	Work centred
10 to 30 per cent of women

	Family life and children are the main priorities throughout life.
	This group is diverse and includes women who want to combine work and family, plus drifters and unplanned work.
	Childless women are concentrated here. Main priority in life is employment or equivalent activities.

	Prefer not to work.
	Want to work, but not totally committed to work/career.
	Committed to work or equivalent activities.

	Qualifications obtained as cultural capital.
	Qualifications obtained with the intention of working.
	Large investment in qualifications/training for employment/other activities.

	Number of children is affected by government social policy and family wealth. Not responsive to employment policy.
	This group is very responsive to government social policy, employment policy, equal opportunities, economic cycle, including income tax and social welfare benefits, educational policies, school timetables, work flexibility, etc.
	Responsive to economic opportunity, or opportunities with other activities. Not responsive to social/family policy.

	Family values: caring, sharing, non-competitive, communal, focus on cohesion.
	Compromise between two conflicting sets of values.
	Marketplace values: competitive rivalry, achievement orientation, individualism, excellence.


Source: Hakim (2006). 

This categorisation is useful, but it does not inform us as to what underlies the three different preference types. It also does not mean that an individual will always ascribe to a particular preference type — behaviour/choice is not immutable. There are different preferences and degrees of responsiveness at the margin, and moreover, some of the existing choices may be driven by policy settings (taxes, welfare etc).

Another approach to examining women’s decisions to work involves highlighting the role of cultural, institutional or social influences on women’s decisions and ability to undertake paid work. Preferences are influenced by social attitudes and values. The OECD notes: 

While recognising the utility of preference theory in emphasising [that] values, attitudes and personal preferences are potentially important determinants of women’s labour market behaviour, it must be noted that this behaviour is influenced by learned cultural and social values that may be thought to discriminate against women (and sometimes men) by stereotyping certain work and lifestyles as ‘male’ or ‘female’. (OECD 2002, p. 76) 

Some of these factors could also be regarded as constraints on the choices facing women. For example, it may be inappropriate in some cultures for women to take on certain kinds of work, or indeed to work outside the home. More relevant to Australia is the availability of work with the conditions, including hours and location, that allow women to achieve their work preferences. In addition, the distribution of household work and responsibility for caring for children and others can constrain the work choices of both women and men. 
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Time use by women and men

Any discussion of the reasons why mature aged women work or not requires an understanding of how they choose to allocate their time between work and other activities. The nature of those non-work activities provides insight into the opportunity costs of work, assisting in understanding the extent to which these costs are affected by changes in economic conditions or government policy. This section describes differences in time use by women and men and reports on changes over time in the way that older women, as a group, allocate their time between work and non-work activities. 

The ABS Time Use Survey is based on the responses of 3 900 households where respondents are asked to provide details on the activities of household members over a week. Table 3.2 shows the results of the ABS Time Use Survey in 1992, 1997 and 2006. As the data are for all persons over the age of 15, the life cycle effects are masked. 

The differences in the shares of time spent on work and non-work activities between women and men are stark. In 2006 (latest available data) Australian women over the age of 15 years, on average, spent 9.2 percentage points less time on employment-related activities and 2.2 percentage points less time on recreation/leisure activities than men. Conversely, women spent 5.2 percentage points more time on domestic activities, 2.6 percentage points more on childcare and 1.4 percentage points more time on purchasing goods and services. 

These differences in time use between men and women show broad stability over the past two decades despite considerable social and demographic changes. That is, the share of men’s and women’s time devoted to employment has increased only slightly (by 0.4 of a percentage point and 1 percentage point, respectively) and therefore the time they allocate to non-employment activities has changed little — men and women in 2006 are basically making the same decisions in the way they allocate their time as they did in 1992 (table 3.2). However, these population averages mask differences in time use across age groups. In addition, as the time patterns vary with age, aggregate trends will be affected by demographic change.

Table 3.

 SEQ Table \* ARABIC 2
Time use differs amongst men and women

Average time spent by activity per day for those aged over 15

	
	1992
	1997
	2006

	
	Men
	Women
	Men
	Women
	Men
	Women

	
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	Personal carea
	42.9
	43.5
	45.7
	46.6
	45.0
	46.3

	Employment related
	18.6
	8.8
	18.1
	9.2
	19.0
	9.8

	Education
	2.2
	1.9
	1.7
	1.9
	2.1
	2.1

	Domestic activities
	6.7
	12.6
	6.7
	12.5
	6.7
	11.9

	Childcare
	1.0
	3.4
	1.1
	3.1
	1.5
	4.1

	Purchasing goods/services
	2.4
	3.8
	2.4
	3.8
	2.6
	4.0

	Voluntary work/care
	1.4
	1.4
	1.3
	1.7
	1.0
	1.7

	Social interactionb
	7.2
	8.3
	2.9
	3.3
	2.8
	3.3

	Recreation/leisure
	17.5
	16.2
	19.7
	17.6
	18.7
	16.5

	Undescribed
	0.1
	0.1
	0.3
	0.3
	0.6
	0.5


a(Personal care includes activities such as time spent sleeping, on personal hygiene, health care and eating and drinking.

b Differences between 1992 and 1997 (and 2006) are due to changes in the classification of activities.

Source: ABS (How Australians Use Their Time, Cat. no. 4153.0, released Feb 2008).

Life cycle influences on time allocation

Table 3.3 shows differences in time use for women by age group. In 2006, women aged 45 to 54 years allocated nearly 14 per cent of their time to employment which compares with just over 8 per cent for women aged 55 to 64 years. As would be expected, time spent on child care was greatest for those aged 25 to 34 years (9.9 per cent) followed by those aged 35 to 44 years (8.7 per cent). Time allocated to child care declines markedly for women aged over 45 years to just below 2 per cent and 1 per cent, respectively, for those aged 45 to 54 years and 55 to 64 years. 

Women aged 55 to 64 years are much more likely than younger women to engage in voluntary work/care and recreation/leisure. For example, women aged 55 to 64 years spent nearly 4 per cent of their time on voluntary work/care compared with around 1.5 per cent for women aged 25 to 34 years. Similarly, women aged 55 to 64 years spent 18 per cent of their time on recreation/leisure compared with around 12 per cent for women aged 35 to 44 years. It appears that the time allocated by women to child care in the 25 to 44 years age group goes largely to recreational activities (and personal care) once childcare responsibilities diminish. While the time devoted to child care fell by nearly 7 percentage points between the 35 to 44 years and 45 to 54 years age groups, the time devoted to employment rose by only one percentage point to nearly 14 per cent — indicating that employment is not a strong substitute activity for this age group.

Table 3.

 SEQ Table \* ARABIC 3
Time use by women in different age groups, 2006

Average proportion of time spent by activity per day for those aged over 15 years

	Activities 
	15–24
	25–34
	35–44
	45–54
	55–64
	All women

	
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	Personal carea
	48.5
	44.1
	43.9
	46.1
	46.5 
	46.3

	Employment related
	9.4
	13.2
	12.8
	13.8
	8.3
	9.8

	Education
	9.9
	1.0
	0.6
	0.5
	0.3
	2.1

	Domestic activities
	4.0
	10.6
	12.8
	13.4
	14.2
	11.9

	Childcare
	1.5
	9.9
	8.7
	1.8
	0.8
	4.1

	Purchasing goods/services
	3.5
	3.8
	3.8
	4.4
	4.1
	4.0

	Voluntary work/care
	1.5
	1.4
	1.5
	2.2
	3.7
	1.7

	Social interaction
	3.7
	2.9
	2.8
	3.1
	3.3
	3.3

	Recreation/leisure
	17.3
	12.7
	12.4
	14.7
	18.5
	16.5

	Undescribed
	0.8
	0.4
	0.5
	0.1
	0.3
	0.5


a(Personal care includes activities such as time spent sleeping, on personal hygiene, health care and eating and drinking.

Source: ABS (How Australians Use Their Time, Cat. no. 4153.0, released Feb 2008).

Figure 3.1 presents a graphical breakdown of time allocation over the life cycle. 

Figure 3.
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Average time use across the life cycle

Average time spent per day for selected activities, 2006

	Women
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Source: ABS (How Australians Use Their Time, Cat. no. 4153.0, released Feb 2008).


There are a number of possible explanations for the observed differences in time allocation by men and women. It has been suggested that women have a comparative advantage in home duties and childcare (Becker 1965 and Gronau 1973). More recent explanations centre around intra-household bargaining which determines the allocation of time by household members. Earnings potential is viewed as a key determinant of bargaining power in terms of paid work within the household.

It would be expected that the increasing use of household appliances such as washing machines, dishwashers and dryers would have increased the productivity of home-based activities and freed up time to be employed on other activities. Also, the increasing education levels of women, as well as changes in social attitudes towards women entering the labour force, would have increased the opportunities from paid employment. The effect of such changes on time use patterns can be explored by comparing women’s time use over an extended period. This is examined in the following section.

Trends in time use by women aged 45 years or more

The time use trends of women aged 45 years or more are changing particularly in relation to time spent at work. Table 3.4 shows how patterns in time allocation have changed between 1997 and 2006 for women aged 45 to 54 and 55 to 64 years. Women in the 45 to 54 age group are spending more time working and caring for children than they were almost a decade earlier, mainly at the expense of less time allocated to domestic activities and recreation and leisure. 

This pattern is repeated for women aged 55 to 64 years for employment, with the time allocated to employment almost doubling at the cost of time spent on recreation and leisure and domestic activities. Women aged 45 to 54 years allocated slightly more time to personal care in 2006, while those aged 55 to 64 years allocated slightly less than in the earlier period.

Table 3.
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Change in time use by women aged 45 to 64 years, 1997 and 2006

Average time spent per day by activity 

	
	45–54 yrs
	55–64 yrs
	All women

	
	1997
	2006
	1997
	2006
	1997
	2006

	
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	Personal carea
	45.9
	46.1
	47.4
	46.5
	46.6
	46.3

	Employment related
	12.2
	13.8
	4.5
	8.3
	9.2
	9.8

	Education
	0.3
	0.5
	0.1
	0.3
	1.9
	2.1

	Domestic activities
	14.4
	13.4
	15.7
	14.2
	12.5
	11.9

	Childcare
	1.0
	1.8
	0.7
	0.8
	3.1
	4.1

	Purchasing goods/services
	4.4
	4.4
	3.9
	4.1
	3.8
	4.0

	Voluntary work/care
	2.2
	2.2
	3.1
	3.7
	1.7
	1.7

	Social interaction
	3.2
	3.1
	3.8
	3.3
	3.3
	3.3

	Recreation/leisure
	16.2
	14.7
	20.6
	18.5
	17.6
	16.5

	Undescribed
	0.3
	0.1
	0.3
	0.3
	0.3
	0.5


a Personal care includes activities such as time spent sleeping, on personal hygiene, health care and eating and drinking.

Source: ABS (How Australians Use Their Time, Cat. no. 4153.0, released Feb 2008).
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Broad factors influencing work preferences

The differences between the time women and men, and women of different ages allocate to work suggests that they have different preferences for work, and/or face different constraints on their choices to work. The changing share of time devoted to work implies that these preferences or constraints are changing, particularly for mature aged women (table 3.4). As discussed above, one way to think about the factors that affect work choices is the opportunity cost of work relative to the benefits from work.

The opportunity costs and benefits of work are not ‘fixed’ over the life cycle. The ‘M’ shaped participation curve for women shown in chapter 2, suggests that the opportunity cost of working for women is highest while their children are young. Although the rewards for working may also be somewhat age dependent, since they tend to increase with education and work experience, it is less likely that this would differ significantly by age any more than it does for men. 

In addition to changing over a person’s life cycle, the costs and benefits are also changing over time. For example, the increase in jobs in the services sector as the economy undergoes structural change has created greater economic opportunities for women. Women’s access to and interest in education raises their potential wages and possibly the personal satisfaction from working. Demographic changes, such as having fewer children, can reduce the opportunity cost of working because there are fewer childcare activities forgone, while labour saving appliances reduce the time required for a given level of domestic services. Changing social norms, such as greater acceptance of working mothers, reduce the social penalties for making the choice to work. 

More flexible recruitment and labour retention policies (such as the availability of sick leave, recreation leave and family or carers leave) — which accepts that some people may require more flexible employment conditions — lowers the opportunity cost of working as work can be fitted better around other activities, including responsibilities for children.

Public policy too can affect the opportunity costs and benefits of work. For example, better after-school and pre-school childcare services, and subsidies to assist in meeting the cost of these services, lower the opportunity cost of working for those with childcare responsibilities. Loss of family benefits associated with a woman’s wage income raises her opportunity cost of working, while higher taxes on income lower the benefits of working. Even policies on transport and communication can affect the opportunity cost of working through their effect on commuting time and/or the ability to telecommute to work. That said, the main type of policies that affect the work choices of women are:

· policies on taxes and transfer payments contingent on labour force status, age, income and/or assets

· regulations governing the conduct of labour markets

· policies affecting alternatives to unpaid child care and other care responsibilities.

Figure 3.2 summarises the factors affecting work decisions. On the left side of the diagram is a box representing the opportunity cost of working. These factors mainly work through changing the supply of women’s time to the labour market and include their personal preferences, family situation and their own health status as well as conditions, such as access to transport and childcare, that might constrain their choices. On the right side is a box representing the benefits of engaging in paid work. These depend on both supply side and demand side factors. On the supply side are the monetary rewards, skills development, work experience and intrinsic benefits women obtain out of engaging in paid work. On the demand side are factors that affect the demand for women as employees, such as industry restructuring and growth, relative to the skills women offer. This also includes barriers to women’s employment arising from employer attitudes and labour market rigidities. 

The following chapters explore the impact of changes in these policy and broader factors on the supply of, and demand for, labour respectively and hence on participation and hours worked. 

As shown in figure 3.2, most mature aged women have matched their preferences for working with their labour market outcomes. Almost 60 per cent of mature aged women have their work (or non-work) preferences met. That is they are either voluntarily outside the labour force (21.8 per cent) (ABS 2010b) or are working with their preferences for work hours met (36.5 per cent) (HILDA 2007 Release 7.0). However, the remainder do not have their preferences met. These are women who:

· want to work, but are not looking for work (involuntarily outside the labour force) (11 per cent)

· are in the labour force, but unemployed (2.1 per cent)

· are working where their preferences for hours are not matched (28.5 per cent).

The scope to increase current labour force participation depends on changing the preferences of those outside the labour force and removing any barriers to participation. To increase hours worked requires reducing unemployment, increasing the desired hours of those with matched preferences, and for those who currently want to work more hours, providing options that allow them to achieve their preferences. Since mismatched preferences could also be associated with working too many hours, the matching of preferences by itself may not necessarily increase hours worked.

In assessing the scope to increase labour force participation it is important not to view participation as an end in itself. Overall, the public policy objective should be to achieve a level of participation which delivers an improvement in community welfare having regard to individuals’ preferences as well as any relevant spillover effects to society arising from individuals’ participation decisions (for example, impacts on: poverty and inequality, congestion from commuting, greater social harmony, crime, and tax receipts to support government welfare, education and health services).
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Factors influencing the decisions of mature aged women to look for paid work
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a ABS, Persons Not in the Labour Force, (Cat. no. 6220.0) September 2009. Those involuntarily outside the labour force includes 3.7 per cent of the population who are permanently unable to work. b HILDA (2007) Release 7.0 estimates for proportion of employed persons with preferences for hours worked matched applied to population of women aged 45 to 64 years supplied in ABS, (Persons Not in the Labour Force, Cat. no. 6220.0, September 2009). Note: Percentages do not sum to 100 due to rounding.
As the Productivity Commission (2007) outlined, there are good reasons for some Australians preferring not to work, or working less hours than they potentially could, that are consistent with improving community welfare:

They include the benefits from participating in education and training; caring for children and older family members; undertaking volunteering activities; retirement; and more generally, enjoying leisure activities. Although those involved in these activities are typically recorded as ‘economically inactive’, the activities generally give rise to socially valuable outputs and contribute to the growth of the economy over the medium to longer term. (PC 2007, p. 2)

From a public policy perspective, it is important to ensure that participation decisions by individuals are not unnecessarily distorted by welfare and tax arrangements or by other rules and regulations.

The rest of this chapter looks in more detail at the question of whether women are able to achieve their preferred work outcomes in terms of their participation, hours of work and other aspects of work.
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Is there scope to increase the work contribution of mature aged women?

Where women do not have complete choice over how they allocate their time, the observed allocation between work and non-work activities may not fully reflect individual preferences. Work time is often ‘lumpy’, that is, jobs may only be available on a full time basis, with fixed hours of work. Or there may be discontinuous hours of work on offer, particularly for people on contracts in higher skilled jobs, or less skilled work may only be available as casual employment with fluctuating hours. Another impediment may be the lack of alternative arrangements for family caring responsibilities which inhibits the scope for some people, often women, to engage in paid work. As mentioned earlier, family location and transport options may also limit both work opportunities and access to alternative caring arrangements.

In such situations women may be involuntarily outside the labour force or participating with a mismatch between actual working hours and employment conditions and their work preferences. This mismatch may be between the type of work they would prefer and the work that is available. Or the mismatch could be in the number of hours of work required and what is available (they may want more or less hours). Depending upon what work is available there may be restrictions or rigidity in employment conditions, such as insufficient flexibility in start and finish times, lack of access to leave entitlements, particularly to care for children, inability to work extra hours in order to take time off, and variability in earnings from one pay period to the next.

Such constraints complicate the application of the time allocation model presented in box 3.1. However, conceptually they can be incorporated into understanding how women make their labour force participation decisions, and are important for policy makers to understand when considering reforms to improve the responsiveness of the labour market to workers’ preferences. 

There is a range of measures available that indicate the extent to which work preferences are satisfied. The ABS Labour Force Survey asks the reasons for not participating for those responding that they are not in the labour force. The HILDA survey includes questions on job satisfaction and preferences for hours of work of those already in work. The following sections draw on these sources to identify the extent to which mature aged women are able to work the hours they want to — that is the extent to which their work preferences are matched if they do work. In the following sections there is also discussion about women currently outside the labour force, but who express an interest in entering the labour force. Some of this group represents an immediate potential source of new entrants to the labour force if any concerns they have could be addressed.

Participation decisions

Figure 3.3 shows the distribution of the civilian population of women aged 45 to 64 years, in terms of their participation in the labour force and their status if not in the labour force as at September 2009, including whether they were marginally attached, discouraged job seekers, did not want to work, or were permanently unable to work. 

The data in figure 3.3 suggest that around 7 per cent of the population of mature aged women (or 199 800) may enter the labour force if their circumstances changed. This group is made up of those:

· marginally attached (5.1 per cent or 138 700 women)

· without marginal attachment wanting to work, but not currently looking and not available for work (2.2 per cent or 61 100 women).

The ABS definitions of marginally attached people and people without marginal attachment but who still want to work are provided in box 3.2.
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Labour force status of women aged 45 to 64 years, September 2009
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a Includes retired or voluntarily inactive, home duties, long-term health condition or disability and caring for ill or disabled person.

Source: Published and unpublished data from ABS (Persons Not in the Labour Force, September 2009, Cat. no. 6220.0).

	Box 3.

 SEQ Box \* ARABIC 2
ABS measures of underutilised labour

	Underemployed workers

Underemployed workers are employed people who want, and are available for, more hours of work than they currently have, including:

· people employed part time who want to work more hours and are available to start work with more hours, either in the reference week or in the four weeks subsequent to the labour market survey (part time underemployed workers)

· people employed full time who worked part time (less than 35 hours) in the reference week for economic reasons (such as, being stood down or insufficient work being available) (full time underemployed workers). It is assumed that these people wanted to work full time in the reference week and would have been available to do so.

Unemployed people

Unemployed people are defined to include people aged 15 years and over who were not employed during the reference weeks, and:

· had actively looked for work at any time in the four weeks up to the end of the reference week and were available for work in the reference week

· were waiting to start a new job within four weeks from the end of the reference week and could have started in the reference week if a job had been available.

Marginally attached people

People not in the labour force can be divided into those who are marginally attached to the labour force, and those who are not. People who are marginally attached to the labour force may satisfy some, but not all, of the criteria required to be classified as unemployed. Those with characteristics similar to the unemployed are classified by the ABS as having a marginal attachment to the labour force. They are made up of people who were not in the labour force in the reference week, wanted to work and:

· were actively looking for work, but did not meet the availability criteria to be classified as unemployed

· were not actively looking for work, but were available to start work within four weeks.

People without marginal attachment who still want to work

This group is made up of people who were not in the labour force in the reference week, wanted to work, but were not actively looking for work and were unavailable to start work within four weeks. This could be because they are looking after a family member or children. Hence, the availability of these individuals is conditional on a change in their personal circumstances.

	Source: ABS (2007a, 2010b).

	

	


Together, these two groups of mature aged women are most likely to be able to increase the participation rate in the short to medium term if economic incentives or employment opportunities improved. If all of these women’s concerns could be addressed they would represent a substantial increase in the participation rate of women aged 45 to 64 years. For example, if all 199 800 women entered the labour force in 2009 the participation rate for this group would have increased from 66.7 per cent to 74.0 per cent — a rise of 7.3 percentage points.

Raising participation by this amount may prove difficult given the barriers to re‑engagement in the labour force cited by some mature aged women as the main reason they are currently not in the labour force. These include lack of education and training, language difficulties, own illness or disability, perceptions that employers consider them too old, caring responsibilities and lack of jobs in their locality or line of work. Many other mature aged women are not participating in the labour force because they are either involved in home duties, retired or voluntarily inactive (ABS 2010b).

Expanding participation of mature aged women beyond the potential 7.3 percentage points would require addressing the reasons why women who are not marginally attached to the labour force do not want to work, determining why others report themselves as permanently unable to work, or would require, as Hakim’s categorisation discussed above suggests, a very significant change in their preferences towards work.

Not participating is mainly by choice, or due to ill health

In 2009, the ABS (ABS 2010b) found that just under a third (32.7 per cent) of women aged 45 to 64 years were not in the labour force, compared to around a fifth (19.9 per cent) of men in this age group. Of those mature aged women not in the labour force, two thirds reported they did not want to work and 11.3 per cent were categorised as permanently unable to work (figure 3.3). This suggests that the majority of women who are not in the labour force have made decisions not to work. That is, they accord with Hakim’s category as ‘home centred’. Encouraging these people to participate in the labour force would require addressing the reasons why they do not want to work or consider themselves as unable to work.

More than half (51.8 per cent) of women aged 45 to 54 years, not participating in the labour force, reported home duties as the major reason for their non‑participation (figure 3.4). The share declines with age with a little under half (46 per cent) of the women aged 55 to 59 years reporting home duties, falling to 40 per cent for women aged 60 to 64 years. The declining share of women reporting home duties is more than offset by the rising share citing that they are retired or voluntarily inactive. For the 45 to 54 years age group this was 5.4 per cent, rising to 15.9 per cent for those aged 55 to 59 years, and 30.6 per cent for women aged 60 to 64 years.

Figure 3.

 SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 4
Reasons for labour market inactivity varies over the life cycle, September 2009
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[image: image6.emf]0.0

10.0

20.0

30.0

40.0

50.0

60.0

70.0

80.0

90.0

100.0

15 to 24

years

25 to 34

years

35 to 44

years

45 to 54

years

55 to 59

yeas

60 to 64

yeas

65 to 69

years

70 years

and over

Per cent 

Retired or voluntarily inactive

Home duties 

Caring for children 

Attending an educational institution

Own long-term health condition or disability

Looking after ill or disabled person


Men

[image: image7.emf]0.0

10.0

20.0

30.0

40.0

50.0

60.0

70.0

80.0

90.0

100.0

15 to 24

years

25 to 34

years

35 to 44

years

45 to 54

years

55 to 59

years

60 to 64

years

65 to 69

years

70 years

and over

Per cent 

Retired or voluntarily inactive

Home duties 

Caring for children 

Attending an educational institution

Own long-term health condition or disability

Looking after ill or disabled person




Source: ABS (2010b).

The other main reason cited for non-participation was ‘own long-term health condition or disability’ (17.5 per cent for women aged 45 to 54 years, 14.9 per cent for women aged 55 to 59, and 12.8 per cent for women aged 60 to 64). The declining share of older women (aged 55 to 64 years) reporting poor health or disability as the main reason for labour market inactivity reflects the rising proportion of women not participating in the labour force because of retirement or voluntary inactivity.

There are significant differences between men and women in terms of the reasons given for not being in the labour force, however, these differences diminish with age. Just over half (51.9 per cent) of men aged 45 to 54 years currently not participating in the labour force cited their own long-term health condition or disability as the main reason. This fell to 34.3 per cent for men aged 55 to 59 years and 26.2 per cent for men aged 60 to 64 years.

Marginal attachment

Although almost one third of mature aged women are not in the labour force, some of this group expressed varying degrees of interest in entering the labour force. Around 5.1 per cent were marginally attached to the labour force. That is, they could be considered as members of Hakim’s ‘adaptive’ category. A relatively small proportion of marginally attached mature aged women are actively looking for work (0.2 per cent of the mature aged female population), but did not satisfy the criteria of labour force activity, which would allow them to be categorised as unemployed.

Discouraged job seekers

Of the 5.1 per cent of mature aged women who were marginally attached and wanted to work just over a fifth were discouraged job seekers. This group accounted for 1.0 per cent of the population of mature aged women. 

Discouraged job seekers are defined by the ABS as people who were not looking for work, but would be available to start work within four weeks and whose main reasons for not looking for work were because they believed:

· they would be considered to be too old by employers

· their ill health or disability would discourage employers

· they lacked the necessary schooling, training, skills or experience

· they would have difficulties because of language or ethnic background

· there were no jobs in their locality or line of work

· there were no jobs with suitable hours

· there were no jobs at all. 

The very small number of older women who were discouraged job seekers (26 900 aged 45 to 64 years) shows that reducing barriers for this specific group would only lead to a relatively small increase in labour supply.

There is another group that could be considered in the ‘adaptive group’ along with those marginally attached to the labour force — that is, those who were without marginal attachment who wanted to work, but were not looking and not available. They accounted for 2.2 per cent of the women aged 45 to 64 years. Some of this group would be likely to seek work if economic incentives or employment opportunities improved. 

Overall, these two groups of women, who are currently not in the labour force, expressed some degree of interest in entering the labour force if circumstances changed in terms of the local labour market conditions, employer attitudes or their skill and language deficiencies. However, many of the perceived reasons for these groups of women not entering the labour force are difficult to address.

The other means by which women’s contribution to total hours worked can be increased is by increasing the number of hours worked by women who already are in employment. The following section takes up discussion of this issue.

Job satisfaction of employed mature aged women

Women are more likely to participate in the labour force if they feel they can get a job that suits their preferences. Decisions about participation are affected by factors such as the types of jobs that are available, the level of flexibility associated with these jobs to enable the balancing of work and non-work activities, the level of remuneration, and satisfaction with working hours. The HILDA survey provides data on many of these aspects for those who are employed (table 3.5).

The survey showed in 2007 that around 68 per cent of women aged 45 to 54 years and about 73 per cent of women aged 55 to 64 years were very satisfied with their current remuneration (i.e. they provided a rating of 7 to 10 as to their level of satisfaction). Also, about three quarters of women in these age groups were very satisfied with the level of flexibility available with their employment. 

Table 3.

 SEQ Table \* ARABIC 5
Job satisfaction among employed women, 2007a
	
	15 to 24 years
	25 to 44 years
	45 to 54 years
	55 to 64 years
	Total 15 to 64 years

	Pay
	
	
	
	
	

	Not stated or don’t know
	0.2
	0.1
	0.3
	0.2
	0.3

	0 to 3
	8.9
	8.1
	7.9
	6.4
	8.0

	4 to 6
	27.6
	23.5
	23.4
	20.5
	24.0

	7 to 10
	63.2
	68.3
	68.4
	72.8
	67.6

	
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0

	Flexibility to balance work and non-work commitments
	
	
	
	
	

	Not stated or don’t know
	0.1
	0.1
	0.0
	0.2
	0.1

	0 to 3
	5.2
	5.9
	6.9
	7.3
	6.4

	4 to 6
	19.5
	18.1
	19.3
	15.5
	18.3

	7 to 10
	75.1
	75.9
	73.8
	76.9
	75.1

	
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0

	Hours worked
	
	
	
	
	

	Women working PT
	
	
	
	
	

	Not stated or don’t know
	0.0
	0.3
	0.0
	0.5
	0.2

	0 to 3
	8.3
	5.2
	6.7
	3.7
	5.8

	4 to 6
	24.0
	18.5
	27.1
	11.9
	18.6

	7 to 10
	67.6
	76.1
	66.1
	83.9
	75.5

	
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0

	Women working FT
	
	
	
	
	

	Not stated or don’t know
	0.3
	0.0
	0.0
	0.0
	0.0

	0 to 3
	4.5
	6.7
	9.4
	10.9
	7.0

	4 to 6
	23.2
	25.2
	28.6
	36.4
	26.0

	7 to 10
	72.0
	68.1
	62.0
	52.7
	67.0

	
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0


aData refer to employed women, which includes employees, employers, own account workers and contributing family members. A scale of 1 to 10 was used to measure levels of satisfaction with 10 being the highest level of satisfaction. Individual columns may not sum to 100 due to rounding. 

Source: HILDA (2007) Release 7.0 weighted data.
Satisfaction with hours worked

In terms of working hours, mature aged women working part time were more likely to be very satisfied (66.1 per cent of women aged 45 to 54 years and 83.9 per cent of women aged 55 to 64 years), compared with mature aged women working full time (62 per cent and 52.7 per cent, respectively).

As would be expected, further analysis of the data showed the majority of mature aged women working part time who expressed moderate or low levels of satisfaction with their working hours (i.e. a rating of 0 to 6) wanted to work more hours. On the other hand, the vast majority of those mature aged women working full time who expressed moderate or low levels of satisfaction with their current working hours wanted to work less hours. 

Compared to other age groups, women aged 45 to 54 years have a higher proportion of women working part time who have moderate or low levels of satisfaction with hours worked than any other age group. The fact that around 27 per cent of women aged 45 to 54 years working part time expressed only moderate levels of satisfaction (i.e. they provided a rating of 4 to 6) and about 7 per cent expressed low levels of satisfaction (a rating of 0 to 3) may provide some scope for these women to increase their hours of work if employment opportunities improve. This issue is explored in more depth in the following section.

Preferences for hours of work of employed mature aged women

ABS information on preferences for hours of work is limited as it only examines the preferences of part time workers. In contrast, the HILDA survey provides information on preferences and usual hours worked of employees working on a part time and a full time basis. As a result it gives a fuller picture of potential supply of mature aged female workers if preferences are realised.

Table 3.6 reports on the stated preference for hours of work for women and men for different age groups. A relatively small proportion of mature aged women working full time responded that they would like more hours, but around half responded that they would like to work fewer hours. A slightly lower proportion of mature aged men working full time preferred to work less hours, while a much smaller proportion of younger people working full time wanted less hours.

Women aged 45 to 54 years and 55 to 64 years who are working full time are fairly evenly divided between those who are satisfied with their current number of hours and those who wish to reduce their hours. Men aged 55 to 64 years show similar preferences to these groups of mature aged women, but men aged 45 to 54 years have a higher proportion responding that they were satisfied with their current hours.

Mature aged women working part time tend to be more satisfied with their current working hours, although a relatively large minority would like more hours of work:

· nearly 64 per cent of women aged 45 to 54 years working part time were satisfied with their current working hours and over 28 per cent wanted more hours of work

· nearly 71 per cent of women aged 55 to 64 years working part time were satisfied with their current working hours and over 17 per cent wanted more hours of work.

Table 3.

 SEQ Table \* ARABIC 6
Preferences for hours worked per week for women and men working full time and part time, 2007a
	
	15 to 24 years
	25 to 44 years
	45 to 54 years
	55 to 64 years
	Total 15 to 64 years

	Women working FT
	
	
	
	
	

	Fewer hours
	23.9
	43.3
	51.0
	48.6
	42.6

	About the same
	68.5
	54.1
	47.2
	50.0
	54.3

	More hours
	7.6
	2.7
	1.6
	1.4
	3.1

	Don’t know
	0.0
	0.0
	0.2
	0.0
	0.0

	
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0

	Women working PT
	
	
	
	
	

	Fewer hours
	5.8
	11.5
	7.5
	11.9
	9.2

	About the same
	54.5
	62.0
	63.8
	70.6
	61.3

	More hours
	39.1
	26.6
	28.2
	17.4
	29.3

	Don’t know
	0.6
	0.0
	0.3
	0.0
	0.2

	Not stated
	0.0
	0.0
	0.3
	0.0
	0.1

	
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0

	Men working FT
	
	
	
	
	

	Fewer hours
	14.0
	33.5
	39.8
	45.9
	33.5

	About the same
	70.7
	59.6
	55.9
	51.2
	59.5

	More hours
	15.3
	6.8
	4.2
	2.6
	7.0

	Don’t know
	0.0
	0.1
	0.0
	0.3
	0.1

	
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0

	Men working PT
	
	
	
	
	

	Fewer hours
	3.3
	5.0
	6.1
	7.9
	4.9

	About the same
	53.3
	45.3
	61.0
	72.2
	55.9

	More hours
	43.4
	47.8
	32.9
	19.8
	38.7

	Don’t know
	0.0
	1.9
	0.0
	0.0
	0.4

	
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0


a  Individual columns may not sum to 100 due to rounding.
Source: HILDA (2007) Release 7.0 weighted data.

Table 3.7 shows the net difference between preferred and usual hours of work for mature aged women and men as a percentage of the number of hours they are usually working. For example, for those mature aged women usually working 1 to 19 hours per week — in net aggregate terms this group would prefer to be working 35.9 per cent more hours. Mature aged men working 1 to 19 hours per week also want longer hours of work in net terms. The opposite is true for those mature aged women working 50 to 80 hours — in net aggregate terms this group would prefer to be working 27.4 per cent less hours. 

Table 3.7 also shows that mature aged women tend to be more dissatisfied working longer hours than mature aged men. Both mature aged women and men working 20 to 34 hours per week tend to be more satisfied with their current hours of work than those working shorter or longer hours.

Further analysis of the HILDA data indicates that mature aged women working part time hours (1 to 34 hours) want to increase their hours worked by 8.8 per cent while mature aged women working full time (35 to 80 hours) want to reduce their hours by 17.8 per cent. In net terms, there would be a 10.8 per cent reduction in working hours for all mature aged employed women if their preferences for hours were met. While almost 25 percent of mature aged women working part time want to increase their hours of work, this would be more than offset by the 50 per cent of mature aged women working full time who want to reduce their hours of work.
 

Table 3.

 SEQ Table \* ARABIC 7
Difference between preferred and usual hours of work for mature aged women and men, 2007a
	Hours worked
	Women 45-64 years
	Men 45-64 years

	
	% difference between preferred and usual hours
	% difference between preferred and usual hours

	1 to 19 hours
	35.9
	41.0

	20 to 34 hours
	2.1
	5.4

	35 to 49 hours
	-14.3
	-7.1

	50 to 80 hours
	-27.4
	-18.8

	TOTAL
	-10.8
	-11.0


a(Outliers have been removed from the data i.e. those working more than 80 hours per week.
Source: HILDA (2007) Release 7.0 weighted data.

Reasons for working part time

It is useful to explore the reasons women give for choosing to work part time to gain an understanding of the extent to which there is scope to increase labour force engagement by those women already attached to the labour force. The HILDA survey asks respondents about their main reason for working part time. The results for 2007 are given in table 3.8. 

Table 3.

 SEQ Table \* ARABIC 8
Main reason for women working part time hours, 2007a
	
	15 to 24 years
	25 to 44 years
	45 to 54 years
	55 to 64 years
	Total 15 to 64 years

	Own illness or disability
	1.2
	2.5
	5.9
	8.7
	3.6

	Caring for children
	5.4
	61.0
	19.9
	1.4
	30.4

	Caring for disabled or elderly relatives (not children)
	0.2
	0.3
	2.1
	3.7
	1.0

	Other personal or family responsibilities
	0.6
	2.8
	8.5
	4.1
	3.5

	Going to school, college or university
	70.3
	4.8
	0.8
	0.0
	21.4

	Could not find full time work
	8.9
	3.6
	8.8
	3.7
	6.1

	Prefer part time work
	6.0
	14.7
	38.5
	58.3
	22.3

	Involved in voluntary work
	0.0
	0.4
	0.0
	0.0
	0.2

	Attracted to pay premium attached to part time/casual work
	0.4
	0.3
	0.3
	0.5
	0.3

	Welfare payments or pension may be affected by working full time
	0.0
	0.3
	0.3
	0.9
	0.3

	Getting business established
	0.2
	0.7
	0.3
	0.0
	0.4

	Prefer job and part time hours are a requirement of the job
	4.1
	6.1
	10.9
	12.4
	7.2

	Not stated
	0.0
	0.0
	0.3
	0.0
	0.1

	Other
	2.7
	2.8
	3.6
	6.4
	3.4

	TOTAL
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0


a Individual columns may not sum to 100 due to rounding.
Source: HILDA (2007) Release 7.0 weighted data and ABS, (How Australians Use Their Time, Cat. no. 4153.0, released Feb 2008).

The most common response for mature aged women was a preference for part time work — just over 38 per cent of women aged 45 to 54 years and around 58 per cent of women aged 55 to 64 years cited a preference for part time work. Only a small proportion reported that they were involved in part time work because they could not find a full time job — just under 9 per cent of women aged 45 to 54 years and just under 4 per cent of women aged 55 to 64 years. 

Caring for children was provided as the main reason for working part time by approximately one-fifth (19.9 per cent) of women aged 45 to 54 years working part time. It was the main reason for engaging in part time employment for a large proportion of women aged 25 to 44 years (61.0 per cent) and, as expected, this tapers off sharply with age. Just over 1 per cent of women 55 to 64 years cited this as the main reason for working part time.

The scope to increase the work contribution of mature aged women

Chapter 2 documented the rapid growth in the participation of mature aged women in the labour force. This growth is likely to continue for some time as higher rates of labour force engagement of younger women tend to be maintained as a cohort ages. However, the average hours worked for mature aged women has hardly changed. While this may be as a result of changes in the demand for labour, it could also reflect the work preferences of mature aged women.

There are two broad ways of increasing women’s contribution to hours worked. The first, is an increase at the ‘extensive margin’ of the labour force — an increase in the share of the population working (that is in terms labour force participation). The second, is an increase at the ‘intensive margin’ — an increase in the hours worked by women already in the labour force. 

Turning to the first measure, the extensive margin, the ABS data presented in this chapter suggest that the scope for accelerating the growth in participation in the labour force for mature aged women is limited. There are only about 7.3 per cent of mature aged women, or around 200 000, not in the labour force who would work if various circumstances changed in terms of job opportunities in the local labour market, employer attitudes towards them or their own skills levels and language ability.

At the intensive margin, the HILDA survey suggests that there is some scope to increase labour force engagement by those women who work part time — as a substantial proportion of mature aged women working part time would like to increase their hours of work. However, more than offsetting this is the significant share of mature aged women working full time who want to reduce their hours of work. In net terms, there would be a 10.8 per cent reduction in working hours if mature aged working women’s preferences for hours were met.

�	Includes 3.7 per cent of the population of mature aged women who are permanently unable to work


�	The question posed in the HILDA survey to people expressing the preferences for working less hours drew attention to the likelihood of a change in hours affecting their income — for example, a reduction in hours may reduce their income.
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