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Abstract
This paper explores the employment figures for older women, aged 55-64 in the
EU15. Current policies on «active aging» and the gender neutral approach to pension
reform does not take into account the unpaid work of caregiving. Where older women are
typically employed during these later years in the Nordic countries, there are a range of
supports to assist them with caring for family members. In contexts where the state provision of eldercare facilities is weak and caring activities are mainly performed by women, if
the adult daughters are now expected to work, the questions to be raised are: who will
care for the very old parents? If women have to step out of the labor market for caring reasons, isn’t their future economic situation at risk?
Keywords: Older women’s employment, active aging, caregiving, European countries.
Résumé
Les travailleuses âgées et les objectifs d’emploi de l’Union Européenne: introduisant une perspective de genre dans le débat
Cet article examine les statistiques concernant les l’emploi des femmes âgées de 55-64 au sein de l’UE15. Les politiques actuelles en matière de «vieillissement actif» et en
matière de réformes des retraites sans considération de genre, ne prennent pas en compte
le travail non rémunéré de soin des proches parents âgés. Or, si dans les pays nordiques
les femmes dans cette tranche d’âge peuvent rester actives sur le marché du travail, c’est
aussi parce qu’elles peuvent compter de fait sur une large panoplie de programmes
publics d’assistance au domicile pour les personnes âgées. Dans des contextes nationaux
où les dispositions mises en place par l’Etat dans le domaine des soins pour les personnes
âgées sont moins développées, les activités liées aux soins sont effectuées principalement
par les femmes. Dans la mesure où les femmes seront sensées rester actives sur le marché
du travail plus longtemps, et notamment dans cette tranche d’âge, deux questions fondamentales se posent. Qui est-ce qui prendra soin des proches parents d’un âge très avancé?
Qu’en sera-t-il de la sécurité économique des femmes âgées de 55 à 64 ans quise verront
obligées de quitter leurs emplois avant l’âge légale de la retraite?
Mots-clés: l’emploi de femmes âgées, vieillissement actif, soins des personnes d’âge
très avance, pays européennes.
Resumo
As trabalhadoras de idade mais avançada e os objetivos da União Europeia: integrando uma perspetiva de género no debate
Este artigo analisa alguns dados sobre o emprego de mulheres com idades compreendidas entre os 55-64 anos no contexto da UE15. As políticas atuais em torno do
«envelhecimento ativo» e da idade de reforma não integram uma perspetiva de género,
descurando o trabalho não pago e a prestação de cuidados. Nos países nórdicos, o Estado
ex æquo, n.º 24, 2011, pp. 27-42

28

Sally Bould e Sara Falcão Casaca

tende a providenciar um conjunto amplo de serviços de apoio às famílias; no entanto,
naqueles contextos onde prevalece a escassez de infraestruturas públicas e de estruturas
formais de apoio à população idosa, são fundamentalmente as mulheres com mais de 55
anos que cuidam de familiares idosos/as. A este respeito, são fundamentalmente exploradas duas questões: se é agora esperado o prolongamento do seu ciclo de vida ativa,
quem é que assegura a prestação de cuidados familiares? E se a necessidade de cuidar de
elementos familiares pressionar essas mulheres no sentido da desvinculação do mercado
de trabalho, não estará a sua situação económica presente e futura em risco?
Palavras-chave: emprego feminino em idades avançadas, envelhecimento ativo,
prestação de cuidados, países europeus.

Introduction
In the face of significant demographic challenges, the European Union (EU)
has approached the issue of aging populations by requesting laws and initiatives
aiming to keep men and women working longer. Under this framework,
attempts are underway to retain workers in the labor market by increasing the
age at which they qualify for a retirement pension. In particular after the
Barcelona European Council, held in 2002, in many European countries women’s
retirement age has been increased more than men’s, so now women and men are
expected to retire at the same age.1 Furthermore, as older women’s participation
in employment is a major economic and social issue in the EU, policies have been
designed to increase the labor force supply, enhance economic growth and
reduce the costs related to pensions, health care and the social security systems in
general (Casaca and Bould, 2012). Increasing employment rates and retaining
older workers in the labor market are, therefore, two key targets of the European
Employment Strategy (EES). European Union goals for employment for older
workers (55-64 years old) were set at 50% by 2010 (with a target of 40% for
women) (EUROFOUND, 2009).2 This target has been met or exceeded in eight of
the fifteen countries of the EU, as indicated in Table 1 below. The main purpose
of this article is to explore these differences in employment figures, as well as to
understand why working at older ages can present different issues for women
that it does for men in the 15 European Union countries.3

1

2

3

The Barcelona European Council (2002) agreed on the target of gradually increasing the average retirement by 5 years until 2010; the average age in the EU was 59.9 years old in 2001
(http://www.consilium.europa.eu/ueDocs/cmsData/docs/pressData/en/ec/71025.pdf access on
15/March/2009).
According to the goals defined by the Stockholm European Council, in 2001. (http://consilium.
europa.eu/ueDocs/cms_Data/docs/pressData/en/ec/00100-r1.%20ann-r1.en1.html access on
13/March/2009).
The EU composition at the time (Stockholm and Barcelona Councils): Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, The Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom.
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Such uniform European Union (EU) employment directives and social policies defined under the Stockholm and Barcelona European Councils (2001 and
2002) were to be implemented in each of 15 EU countries. The national contexts,
however, are quite diverse. They vary not only in cultural expectations about older
women’s employment, women’s retirement and gender roles in paid and unpaid
family work, but also in political history, demographic, economic, employment
conditions, and in the provision of social services (childcare and eldercare facilities, for instance). In this regard, each country has developed with its own history
of social policy and welfare regime (e.g. Kröger, 2001, 2003; Orloff, 2002).
The article reviews the different family care policies with regard to their
potential impact on the employment behavior of older women. It discusses some
issues of concern, in particular some of the risks imposed on older women by
non-gender sensitive policies and the ongoing welfare reforms. In fact women,
aged 55-64, do most of the unpaid work caring for family members, especially
elderly relatives; this work is usually «off the books» (Picchio, 2010). In contexts
where the state provision of care facilities is weak and where traditional gender
ideologies assign these tasks to women, older women’s employment may be limited by family caregiving duties. In a situation of increasing demand for welfare
restructuring and pressure to cut public expenditure, such concerns might be relevant for many women in Europe. These questions need to be raised because
women’s current and future economic situation, as well as their living conditions
may be at greater risk. Moreover, if women are now expected to work but no formal arrangements are provided to support care and eldercare in particular, aging
European societies might face a considerable crisis of care.

Increasing employment at older ages: the need for a gender perspective
In many countries women’s retirement age has been increased more than
men’s so now women and men are expected to retire at the same age (Eurostat,
2008). Therefore, the new policies of later retirement and the employment targets
for older age groups require a greater change in the behavior of women than
men. They often apply to countries where retirement policies allowed women, if
they worked at all, to retire earlier than men. The European framework appears
to be mainly driven by instrumental and financial purposes in order to reduce
the state pension expenditure (Taylor 2006), neglecting the gendered effects of
this kind of active aging policies (Casaca and Bould, 2012). Older women as caregivers are often invisible, and care work is socially perceived as «devalued labor»
(Calasanti, 2003; Durán, 2007). A different perspective has been offered by some
scholars who call for a more comprehensive approach to work, encompassing
both paid and unpaid activities as well as a more equal sharing of unpaid activities between men and women (e.g. Silva, 1999; Perista, 2002; Durán, 2007; Bould
and Gavray, 2009).
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While the demographic changes and the urgent need of reforms to alleviate
the financial pressure upon the social security systems are the driven forces of
the current European policies (Taylor, 2006), other important dimensions have
been disregarded, such as the urgent need of formal care provision (Casaca and
Bould, 2012). This is particularly critical as far as the elderly are concerned, as in
the context of longer life expectancy and population aging many very old people
will need care in Europe (Bettio and Plantenga, 2004). Informal care provision for
the very old is usually provided by older women in the family, adult daughters
and daughters-in-law with some variation of spousal care by husbands for their
wives (Ray, 2000; Calasanti, 2003). For that reason, their retention in the labor
market raises new challenges and concerns in terms of employment opportunities and care provision.
The emphasis is on increasing life expectancy while ignoring the fact that
healthy life expectancy has not increased as fast. A healthy life expectancy of
more than 63 years for men and women is found only in Belgium, Ireland, Luxembourg, United Kingdom and Sweden. 4 What is also striking about the aging
of the population is the diversity in health and ability at the older ages of 55-64.
This means that many individuals age well, while many others suffer from two
or more chronic diseases by age 55; women are significantly more likely to be
disabled than men at these ages (Wray and Baum, 2001; Bould, 2010). A gender
neutral political framework ignores the health problems that those aged 55-64
face in the labor force, especially women. Many «women’s jobs» require a high
level of physical ability or manual dexterity, e.g domestic service, child care, and
inputting and retrieving data from computers.
Contemporary societies and labor markets are centered on the apotheosis of
the market, consumption and on the commodification of personal attributes
(such as youth) (Taylor, 2001, cited in Collin, 2005: 10). For some authors, age and
gender are seen as a «double jeopardy», due to the interplay between two subordinate positions – that of being a woman plus that of being old. It is a combination of sexism and agism (Krekula, 2007: 161). Colin Duncan and Wendy Loretto
(2004) suggest that the jeopardy is not just additive but also interactive. For
women agism and sexism interact to produce something that is more than just
sex discrimination added to age discrimination. The situation of older women
also varies culturally, historically and even within each society (Vincent, 2000;
Arber, Davidson and Ginn, 2003; Venn, Davidson and Arber, 2011).
Even though women’s employment patterns result from a complex of forces
(Orloff, 2002), the welfare state policies have had an important influence upon
women’s situation in society, either encouraging or discouraging their participation in the labor market (Lewis, 1992; Daly and Lewis, 2000, Orloff, 2002). Some
4

However, in relation to this indicator (healthy life years at birth), caution is required in reading
the data, due to the non-uniform criteria of gathering data across the different countries
(EUROSTAT, 2011: 38).
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welfare states attempt to provide the necessary conditions for defamilialization
(McLaughlin and Glendinning 1994, cited in Mahon, 1998: 158), by providing
extensive public care services. Jane Lewis (1992) states that when non-paid work
dimensions are added to paid work ones, it is then possible to identify some variations of welfare regimes: those which are based on a strong male breadwinner
model (where Mediterranean countries are included), those which may be classified as a modified male breadwinner model, and finally those where a weak male
breadwinner model prevails (a model found in the Nordic countries). Birgit PfauEffinger (1999) has also incorporated the importance of gender ideologies; each
welfare regime reflects its national the ideologies about women’s and men’s roles
in society and in families. The ideologies around this division of labor also shape
the way public policies are defined and social facilities are implemented (e.g.
Lewis, 1992; Drew, 1998; Mahon, 1998; Daly and Lewis, 2000; Orloff, 2002; Addis,
2006; Crompton, 2006).

Employment patterns and family policy: variation across the EU
The Nordic cluster
A key factor in this variation is whether or not men’s and women’s gender
roles reflect a strong division of labor with men’s role primarily in paid work and
women’s role primarily in unpaid work. In addition there is the role of the state
responsibility for care, in this situation, the care of elderly persons. Gerdt Sundström et al (2008) group countries by their family care policies. One cluster
includes the Nordic countries: Denmark, Sweden and Finland. In this group,
there is an explicit family policy with the state having the final responsibility for
the provision of care; long-standing gender equality policies have also supported
women’s employment and dual-earner families (e.g. Orloff, 2002; Crompton,
2006). As Figure 1 shows, not only is women’s employment rate at 80% in the
prime ages but also older women, aged 55-64, have a high employment rate.
According to Pfau-Effinger (1999), the dominant gender model is based on the
idea of a full-time integration of men and women into the workforce. In Sweden
high rates of employment for older men and women have been observed for the
past three decades (Lowenstein, Katz and Gur-Yaish, 2008). In Denmark these
high rates for women are more recent, and Finland has experienced an extremely
rapid increase in the rate of participation of older men and women since 1994.5
In general, the state provides formal care, such as child care to support
young women’s employment, but also facilities and services for elderly persons
in need of care (Lowenstein, Katz and Gur-Yaish, 2008; see also Kröger, 2001).

5

EUROSTAT, LSF database; access on 26/January/2012.
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Figure 1
Employment rates for women in 2010, by age groups and by countries (EU15)
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Source: EUROSTAT, LSF database; access on 26/January/2012
http://epp.EUROSTAT.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/statistics/search_database

Results from the Survey of Health and Aging in Europe (SHARE) indicate that
persons 65 and over in Sweden generally use formal care although it may be
combined with family care (Suanet, 2011). This welfare provisioning may be one
of the forces laying behind the relatively high employment rate of women aged
55-64; public support provided enables older women to continue working (Sundström et al., 2008: 244). In the SHARE survey women over 50 in Sweden and in
Denmark who provide care and help are the most likely to be employed; the
employment rate in Sweden is 30% and in Denmark 25% (Finland is not in the
SHARE survey). Part-time work in the Nordic countries is most likely to be due
to «family and personal responsibilities»6 and less than 20% of part-time work is
involuntary.7 In the Nordic group both men and women have some protection
from risks resulting from working at older ages in the current «turbulent labor
market» (Taylor 2006); therefore, even part-time work can provide adequate
wages and security (Orloff, 2002).
Finland, similarly, has had a long tradition of structural supports for
women’s life-time employment and the employment rates for older men and
women have been quite similar. For both men and women there have been dramatic increases since 19948 from about one-third to 56% in 2010 (See Table 1). To
6
7
8

EUROSTAT, LSF database; access on 26/January/2012.
EUROSTAT, LSF database; access on 26/January/2012.
EUROSTAT, LSF database; access on 26/January/2012.
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support later retirement the government put in place explicit policies of pension
incentives encouraging working into older ages, but studies found that one reason for women not taking on this opportunity for continuing to work was the
«need to help others» (Kauppinen, 2010: 167). In order to accommodate this care
activity the new program allows older workers to reduce their working hours to
part-time and make up for some of the lost wages by qualifying for a part-time
pension. A survey found that 38% of part-time pensioners, especially women,
«were involved in care activities related to their family members or relatives,
most typically a spouse, aging parent(s) or grandchild or grandchildren» (Kauppinen, 2010: 168).
Table 1
Employment rates for men and women (55-64 years old), in the EU-15 (2010)

Germany
Austria
Belgium
Denmark
Spain
Finland
France
Greece
Ireland
Italy
Luxemburg
Netherlands
Portugal
United Kingdom
Sweden
EU 15

Men

Women

65.0
51.6
45.6
62.7
54.7
55.6
42.1
56.5
58.1
47.6
47.7
64.5
55.7
65.0
74.2
56.2

50.5
33.7
29.2
52.5
33.2
56.9
37.5
28.9
42.0
26.2
31.3
42.8
43.5
49.5
66.7
40.9

EUROSTAT (2011: 3)

Southern Europe: The Mediterranean cluster
The second cluster integrates the so-called Mediterranean countries: Italy,
Greece and Spain. In the first two countries, older women’s employment rate (5564 years old) is below one third (in Spain is 33.2%) and prime-age women’s
employment rate below 65% (See Figure 1, above). These countries have a strong
breadwinner model and a familialistic approach, along with the prevalence of
deep-seated traditional gender ideologies (e.g. Pfau-Effinger, 1999; Trifiletti,
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1999; Addabbo, 2006; Addis, 2006; Crompton, 2006). Large differences, at least 20
percentage points, between older women’s and older men’s rates of employment
can be found in this group (and almost 30 percentage points in Italy) (Table 1,
above). Historically these countries have also provided earlier retirement for
women in contrast to men (Eurostat, 2008).
The limited employment of older women is linked to the cultural expectation that these women are responsible for care of family members. Over 85% of
the population surveyed in Italy and Greece sees the family as the principal
provider of care for elderly family members and the family has had a legal obligation to care (Sundström et al., 2008: 238; 250). Elder care in these countries is
often provided in three generation households (Albertini and Kohli, 2012). Formal home help usage is less that 1% among persons 65 and over in Greece and
Italy and only 4% in Spain (Sundström et al., 2008: 254; see also Bettio and
Plantenga, 2004; Casaca and Damião, 2011).
The contrast between the Nordic and the Mediterranean cluster is also evident in gender attitudes towards care work. Even though the asymmetrical division of unpaid work is also found in the Nordic group (Björnberg and Dahlgren,
2003), there is a stronger egalitarian belief system and the expectation for men to
be more involved in care activities (e.g. Bettio and Plantenga, 2004; Aboim, 2007).
In Sweden there are almost equal numbers of elderly husbands caring for elderly
wives as there are wives caring for husbands (Socialstyrelsen, 2006, as cited in
Sundström et al., 2008: 245). In Spain husbands «less often care for their wives,
even in spouse-only households» (IMERSO, 2005, cited in Sundström et al., 2008:
245). A patriarchal culture still prevails in Southern Europe, where caregiving is
more strictly a women’s obligation especially for older generations). Even in the
case of elderly married couples it is often the daughter who provides more care
than the husband; women are still seen as the primarily caregivers for their
elderly relatives, parents or even parents-in-law, grandchildren or other relatives
in need (e.g. Portugal, 1995; Trifiletti, 1999; Torres et al., 2004; Addis, 2006).
There is an important exception to the universally very low employment
rates of older women in the Mediterranean countries. Older women with high
education at the tertiary level (ISCED 5-6) are much more likely to be employed.
In 2010 the employment rate in Greece for older educated women is 45.4%,
greater than for educated women in Belgium (43%); in Italy the employment rate
(58.1%) is higher than in France (49%); and in Spain the rate is 61.1% as high as in
the UK (61.3%).9 Furthermore in the Mediterranean countries older women’s
employment is predominantly full-time in contrast to a majority part-time in the
UK and the Netherlands. Perhaps this is because educated working women in
the Mediterranean countries have expectations of a longer career path and may
be able to hire domestic help (Trifiletti, 1999; Bettio and Plantenga, 2004).

9

EUROSTAT, LSF database; access on 26/January/2012.
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Southern Europe: the singular case of Portugal
While Portugal has often been classified together with the Mediterranean
countries, Portuguese women have had a long tradition of employment, especially in the primary ages 25-54 (e.g. Ferreira, 1999; Guerreiro and Romão, 1995;
Wall et al., 2001; Torres, et al., 2004; Casaca, 2010; Casaca and Damião, 2011).
Women in this age have an employment rate of about 75% in 2010, well above
the countries included in the Mediterranean Cluster and above the average in the
EU-15 (Figure 1). This has been considered a very interesting case study, as Portugal shares many characteristics with the Mediterranean countries in terms of
welfare state provisions, gender ideologies and family characteristics, but clearly
the cultural expectation in Portugal is for prime age women to work (e.g. Torres,
et al., 2004; Casaca, 2010; Casaca and Damião, 2011). This is quite remarkable
because – as the Figure 1 shows – Portugal is closer to the Nordic cluster than to
Greece, Italy and Spain in employment rates of prime age women. Furthermore,
over 80% of Portuguese women workers participate on a full-time basis in the
labor market (Casaca, 2010).
In a process of «unfinished modernisation» Fernando Machado and
António Costa (1998) say that Portugal exhibits characteristics of a «dual country» in many dimensions. In this context, the position of the state has been
ambivalent in terms of gender relations: despite the progressive legislation on
gender equality and (paid)work-family reconciliation in Portugal, the provision
of formal care services has been rather weak. Some progress has been made over
the last years primarily in terms of childcare facilities; eldercare services still
remain largely underdeveloped (Casaca and Bould, 2012). This is still a country
in which the dual earner model coexists with a strong asymmetry in terms of the
burden of unpaid and caring work –activities that still remain on women’s shoulders (Perista, 2002; Torres et al., 2004). In the older ages, women provide essential
care for aging parents (and parents-in-law) as well as adult children or grandchildren (Portugal, 1995; Casaca and Bould, 2012), therefore attending to caregiving
on «two fronts» (Kröger, et al., 2003).
During the 1980s and the next decade, the state assumed that encouraging
early retirement could act as a solution for the unemployment among the young
workforce. However, following the European Directives10, early retirement has
been discouraged and even penalized. Since the law reform (Law n.º 4/2007), the
calculation of pensions is not based on the best 10 years of remuneration of the
last 15 years, but on the whole working-life. This change particularly impacts on
women because their work-life remuneration is usually less than the men’s,
thereby creating a greater risk of poverty for women in old ages (see also Perista,
coord, 2012). The low wages and poor pensions provide a context in which to

10

The targets agreed in the Stockholm and in the Barcelona European Councils, in 2001 and 2002.
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understand the reasons why Portugal has the highest employment rate for
women aged 65-74 in the EU15 – 17.6% (the average for the EU15 is 5%, in 2010).11
The UK and Northern continental Europe
Despite the diversity, the other European countries (EU15) tend to have a
mixture of family and state responsibility for the provision of elderly care and
care in general. It is not our purpose to analyze this diverse group in detail, but
to highlight some important features and trends. Patterns of employment for
older women in 2010 vary from a low of 29.2% in Belgium to a high of 49.5% in
the UK (See Figure 1, above). While there are a great many possible causes for
this behavior in each country, the liberal welfare state of the UK (also Ireland)
can be distinguished from the continental welfare states (Esping-Anderson,
1990). In Britain, the liberal tradition is to provide services only for the elderly
who are poor. The family, with its access to the market, is responsible for the care
of the majority of elderly and persons in need (Thane, 2010), also in line with the
prevalence of a male breadwinner model (Lewis, 1992; Orloff, 2002). The liberal
welfare state is characterized by a greater degree of inequality that the continental welfare states and also a large inequality of income among state pension
recipients. Now there is a non-contributory pension to help persons over 80 with
low incomes mostly poor women.12
For the continental welfare states, the Netherlands stands out because of the
rapid increase in the rate of employment among older workers, both men and
women, since 1994.13 About 43% of older Dutch women (55-64 years old) are
employed (Figure 1, above), more than doubling the low rate of 17% for older
women in 1994. While the family is seen as the ‘‘natural’’ provider for children,
the state is considered to be an important care provider for the elderly (Bettio
and Plantenga, 2004: 101; see also Sundström et al., 2008). Furthermore, older
Dutch women can obtain help in the home from the state for their elderly parents
(Suanet et al., 2011). All of the welfare states of continental Europe, however,
have provided benefits for older workers who are out of work and/or with a
work disability and too young for full pension benefits. This system can provide
support for older women with work histories who cannot find work. The impact
of raising the retirement age in these countries will vary depending on the extent
to which these benefits will be sustained.

11
12
13

EUROSTAT, LSF database; access on 26/January/2012.
Source: www.direct.gov.uk (Pension and retirement planning, The over 80 pension).
EUROSTAT, LSF database; access on 27/January/2012.
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Part-time work among the strategies for combining work and care
As far as older women are concerned, part-time employment is particularly
high in the Netherlands and in many other EU countries (except for the Mediterranean ones and Finland, where the percentage is less than 30%) (Table 2, below).
Often this work-time regime has been considered as a solution for combining
work and care (Fagan, O’Reilly and Rubery, 2000; Bettio and Plantenga, 2004),
although other factors may support that «option».14 For those who are working
part-time, however the most important question is whether or not the part-time
regime is voluntary. The Netherlands is a newcomer to this group and the rapid
growth in women’s employment discussed above is in voluntary part-time not
full-time work; about 82% of older women (55-64 years old) work part time.
Table 2
Part-time employment among older workers (55-64 years old), as a % of men
and women’s employment (2010)
Men

Women
55-64

Germany
Austria
Belgium
Denmark
Spain
Finland
France
Greece
Ireland
Italy
Luxemburg
Netherlands
Portugal
United Kingdom
Sweden
EU 15

9.9
12.5
17.2
12.1
3.9
15.0
11.3
3.3
13.4
6.4
a)
29.0 c)
11.2
16.3
15.7
11.6

Source: EUROSTAT, LSF database; access on 26/January/2012
http://epp.EUROSTAT.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/statistics/search_database
Notes: a) not available; c) break in series

14

EUROSTAT, LSF database; access on 27/January/2012.
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50.0
48.7
52.9
40.0
21.7
23.1
33.5
11.5
47.4
20.8
40.2
81.8 c)
25.7
51.3
41.4
41.3
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In the Mediterranean countries and Portugal, older women typically work on
a full-time basis (only 25.7% are part-time workers). For those who are working
part-time in these southern countries the main reason is because the woman cannot find full-time work; – 40% of the Italian older women, 40% of the Spanish, 21%
of the Portuguese and 18.5% of the Greek women report involuntary part time
work15 (Casaca and Bould, 2012). In the Nordic countries, however, older women
are more likely to report voluntarily choosing part time work due to family and
personal responsibilities.16 The EU policy to promote part time work as a solution
to work and family issues for women may encourage exploitation of older women
in marginal low wage work where part time work has no protection. Except for
the Nordic countries and the Netherlands, part-time jobs are mainly characterized
by low status, poor pay and precarious futures (Bettio and Plantenga, 2004). As it
is a gendered work-time regime, it reinforces women’s position of economic subordination as well as the ideology of female domesticity (Casaca, 2010). Accepting
part-time work as a solution for women does not call into question the men’s role
in paid and unpaid work (Fagan, O’Reilly and Rubery, 2000).

Conclusion
Older women’s participation in employment is a major economic and social
issue; the goals of EU policies are not only to reduce costs related to pensions,
health care and the social security systems in general, but also to increase the
labor force supply and to enhance economic growth. The first concern with this
approach is that policies to retain older workers in employment tend to be gender-blind, inasmuch as they ignore that older men and women do not have the
same opportunities and resources to organize their lives and participate in the
labor market. In examining current employment rates of older workers there is
more of a variation among the countries for women than for men. In the Nordic
cluster the state takes responsibility for the provision of in-home care as well as
institutional care and the goal of a longer working life for men and women has
already been reached. Conversely, in Italy, Greece and Spain, as well as in some
continental countries, that is not the case; the participation of older women (55-64
years old) is below (sometimes, well below) the European target of 40%. Moreover, in the Mediterranean cluster and Portugal women have the primary
responsibility for the care provision for elderly and other family members in
need. Consequently, working longer raises new challenges and concerns in terms
of employment opportunities and care provision.
The second concern is that the current reforms have a greater impact on
women than on men in most countries, thus imposing a greater risk for women’s
15
16
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present and future economic situation. Now men and women qualify for a retirement pension at the same age as, from a political point of view, gender roles in
employment and caring were identical. As long as the issue is one of providing
care, especially to elderly persons in need, a gender neutral analysis is not appropriate. What would be a sustainable political framework of care at the European
level? For now EU policies may limit women’s access to full retirement benefits
during their caregiving years as well as reduce their pensions as a result of their
«early» retirement. Such a situation would deny many of them the opportunity of
an adequate retirement pension and of decent living conditions in their later years.
The third concern is that in the current financial crisis states are not likely to
be spending more on providing care. Even the Nordic cluster is not immune to
financial cuts (Alderman, 2010). Southern European countries, especially Spain
and Portugal have been developing a basic care network for children (Kröger,
2001) but the provision of in-home care as well as institutional care for the
elderly is very limited (Sundström et al., 2008). Furthermore these are the countries which are now in the grip of severe financial austerity pressures (Daley,
2010). While current programs are being limited, the possibility for new ones is
remote. Current difficulties, however, should not limit the search for a new social
model in order to provide age and gender friendly working environments for
older women and men, with decent work available for all. Such a model must
also account for the growing need for care, in particular among the very old. The
burden of austerity programs should not be allowed to fall so heavily on older
women and on those in need of care.
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