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Executive Summary  
 
 Introduction 
The aims of this discussion paper are to provide information and to generate discussion 
about how women might be encouraged to boost the level of their private financial 
preparation for retirement. The Periodic Reporting Group (PRG), established under the 
Retirement Income Act every six years, is due to report to the Government by 31 
December 2003 on New Zealand’s retirement income policies. The terms of reference for 
the current PRG investigation focus on the extent of private provision and the potential to 
raise the level of it. Among other goals, the PRG is required to provide “A commentary 
on the ability of specific population groups, including women, Māori and Pacific Peoples, 
to make private provision for retirement income.”  
 
The social context 
In New Zealand, life expectancy is increasing among all population groups, and the 
average age is increasing, particularly within the 65+ age-group which includes a far 
greater proportion of women than men. Recent decades have seen a considerable rise in 
numbers of sole parents. Younger sole parents are more likely to be Māori or Pacific 
peoples. The levels of marriage dissolution and relationship breakdown have remained 
fairly constant in recent years. Changes in family formation and relationships are already 
resulting in greater levels of reliance of women and children on the personal incomes of 
women, and this trend will increase in future. As well as the increasing real costs of 
housing, the call on personal income has increased in recent years with raised 
expectations of the family to support its members in tertiary education and health care. 
 
In New Zealand households, women still do the bulk of the unpaid domestic and caring 
work, and among Māori and Pacific peoples the grandparent generation continues to have 
an active role in the care of children. Traditional role expectations of women and men 
continue to reduce many women’s power and control over family money, especially in 
European/Pakeha households, although many women manage the household budget. 
Decisions on retirement saving are frequently made by men on behalf of their partners, 
and some women lack the power in their personal relationships to influence those 
decisions. When women earn, their income is most likely to be spent on maintaining or 
improving the family’s standard of living. Among Māori and Pacific peoples, household 
income may be prioritised according to cultural obligations for purposes outside the 
household. All of these factors influence women’s access to money, and their ability to 
prioritise it for spending it on private retirement savings. 
 
The economic context 
Recent research on living standards showed that the principal risk factors leading to 
financial difficulty in retirement are low lifetime income, no savings, and the lack of 
home ownership, which leads to high accommodation costs in retirement.1 Home 
ownership thus provides an effective buffer against the likelihood of poverty later in life. 
The uneven consequences of the effects of widespread economic restructuring and job 

                                                 
1 D. Fergusson et al (2001) Living Standards of Older New Zealanders Wellington, MSD. 
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losses during the 1980s and 1990s have had a much more severe effect on Māori and 
Pacific peoples than on others to accumulate wealth in the form of home ownership. 
Their rates of home ownership which were lower than European/Pakeha New Zealanders 
beforehand, are now lower still.  
 
 Much of women’s increased labour force participation in recent times (when men’s 
participation overall has actually been falling) has been in jobs of essentially ‘marginal’ 
or non-standard status: not the standard full-time, 40-hour week that continues to be the 
pattern for men. Women are more likely than men to work part-time at every age-group, 
and are more likely than men to hold multiple part-time jobs. While self-employment 
brings a certain level of independence for growing numbers of women, and greater 
flexibility to balance work and family needs, a drawback in the context of this report is 
that many part-time or casual employed women, as well as those who are self-employed, 
find they cannot participate in retirement savings schemes set up by employers.  
 
Despite their increasing labour market participation rates, women receive less income 
than men in all age groups, and their average incomes drop further with their labour 
market participation rate as they enter the main childbearing and child-rearing years. The 
extent of women’s responsibility for unpaid household and caring work continues to 
maintain their average participation in employment at a lower level than men’s,2 and 
hence their direct access to money, with its opportunity to make independent decisions 
about retirement (or any other) saving. But these are not the only reasons for women’s 
lower incomes. Occupational segregation and other forces, such as low pay in female-
dominated occupations and in part-time work, continue to generate a substantial gender 
wage gap in New Zealand, where women’s average hourly earnings are still only 84.3 
percent of men’s. The gap is even wider for Māori and Pacific women. Childcare costs 
are high, and other forms of informal unpaid care from relatives rely on those people 
being free of labour force involvement. 
 
Until debts connected with credit cards and the Student Loan Scheme became common, 
the one source of long-term debt for women or for men was usually the mortgage on the 
family home. The very long projected repayment times for many women student 
borrowers who can only find work in an adverse labour market characterised by ‘female’ 
jobs yielding low pay or rates below the minimum wage, or for those with very marginal 
employment status, raises important concerns about their long-term financial outlook. 
Such women will eventually pay a much larger amount of interest on of their loans – 
money they cannot use for retirement saving. These issues highlight the importance of 
structured learning about effective money management while still at school, so that 
informed choices can be made during adult life. But no amount of education in managing 
money can remove the effects or level of gender-based disadvantage women face in the 
labour market.  

                                                 
2 Michael Bittman and Jocelyn Pixley (1997) The Double Life of the Family. Myth, Hope and Experience. 
Australia, Allen and Unwin. 
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The issues 
The ongoing existence of the gender wage gap in New Zealand, resulting as it does from 
a mix of the effects of occupational segregation, indirect discrimination, women’s 
constrained labour market participation stemming from their responsibility for the unpaid 
care of children and other dependent adults, and the low pay associated with much part-
time work, is a powerful indicator that mechanisms to ensure greater equity between 
women and men are needed urgently.  
 
Volatility in women’s personal lives, with experiences of divorce or relationship 
breakdown and property division, can also undermine their likelihood of saving for 
retirement. Re-establishing a household, whether there are children present or not will 
divert resources to immediate needs. The rise in the real cost of housing is an important 
factor for women who have to re-house themselves in their middle years. 
 
The impact of credit card debt as well as student loan debt can be expected to influence 
the savings of new generations of adults throughout their working lives, in comparison 
with the generations who are now retired, or nearing retirement age. These forms of debt 
will undoubtedly compete with resources that might otherwise have been spent on home 
ownership. It is likely that increased numbers of people in future, including many 
women, will reach retirement both asset-poor and income-poor. Debt reduction during 
adulthood needs much greater emphasis and recognition as a valid form of retirement 
provision. 
 
One of the traps involved in considering the position of women regarding such a topic as 
this is the assumption that the average, measured circumstances or experiences of women 
are in fact common to all women. The circumstances of New Zealand women are 
becoming increasingly and simultaneously polarised along different lines depending on 
whether the focus is on age, ethnicity, employment experiences, education levels, 
marriage and relationships, number and age of children, home ownership status, 
availability of support from parents, existence and amount of debt. While the effects of 
accumulating disadvantage can operate in either short-term ort long-term scenarios, 
women with multiple disadvantages stemming from their life circumstances will find it 
very difficult indeed to make any retirement provision at all. 
 
The essentially insecure or intermittent nature of much of women’s participation in the 
labour market does not appear to have been reflected in most employment-based 
retirement savings schemes, catering as they do for people in standard work patterns. 
Understandably, most retirement savings schemes are based primarily on the ability of 
the individual to pay. Lack of disposable income is the problem for many women, or lack 
of income in predictable amounts to meet scheme’s requirements. Schemes more in tune 
with women’s real circumstances might involve increasing flexibility, encourage saving 
even very small amounts, sometimes intermittently, with easy access to portability 
between employers, an absence of penalties for taking time out of a scheme, full vesting 
of any employer contributions from day one, and low or zero administrative fees for 
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savers. In addition, the inclusion of more women among those who promote savings 
schemes and a more low-key approach would probably be welcomed by many women. 
 
Options for the future 
The principal reasons for women’s lack of participation in private provision for 
retirement are found in their lack of access to disposable income to invest. Women’s lack 
of sufficient income is to a large extent a result of gender-related disadvantages in their 
experiences of employment and pay structures and on the return they receive from 
education, and because their labour force participation has to fit around their unequally 
large share of unpaid work responsibilities. Options for the future should therefore focus 
on more effective education in money management during schooling; improved access to 
higher and more equitable levels of income; lower personal costs of education, or at least 
removal of the gender-based disadvantages that result from paying for it; fewer costs 
associated with paying for childcare, or resulting from the income foregone by unpaid 
carers; greater opportunities to minimise debt during adult life before retirement; greater 
public recognition that other forms of saving (such as home ownership or culturally based 
group trusts) are valid choices contributing to retirement provision for some women and 
men; and reduction in the risk of major loss of savings, either through relationship 
breakdown or adverse economic or financial trends. Policy goals reflecting these options 
would actively work towards increasing women’s private preparation for retirement. 
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Women and Private Provision for Retirement: A Discussion 
Paper for the Periodic Reporting Group 2003 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Purpose: the need for informed discussion  
The aims of this discussion paper are to provide information and to generate discussion 
about how women might be encouraged to boost the level of their financial preparation 
for retirement. The Periodic Reporting Group (PRG), which is established under the 
Retirement Income Act every six years, is due to report to the Government by 31 
December 2003 on New Zealand’s retirement income policies.  
 
The terms of reference for the current PRG investigation focus on the extent of private 
provision and the potential to raise the level of it, reflecting the Government’s policy of 
encouraging the private provision of retirement income to supplement the current level of 
public provision distributed as New Zealand Superannuation. Among other goals, the 
PRG is required to provide: 

 
A commentary on the ability of specific population groups, including women, 
Māori and Pacific Peoples, to make private provision for retirement income. 

 
This report will focus most closely on the commentary specified above, but will include 
discussion related to other aspects of the terms of reference where they link with issues 
affecting the ability of women, Māori and Pacific Peoples to save for retirement: 
 

A commentary on the interface between private savings for the provision of 
retirement and other savings undertaken during the life-cycle for pre-retirement 
purposes; and 
 
Suggestions for the adjustment of any of the Government’s retirement income and 
savings policies in order to enhance the provision of private retirement income 
including those relating to: 

Mechanisms for Government, employers and the savings industry to work 
collaboratively together to promote employer based superannuation; 
The impact of the tax system on the private provision of retirement 
income. 

 
Much public discussion of an appropriate structure for the provision of retirement income 
in New Zealand has taken place over the last 30 years, with the most recent focus on the 
1997 referendum, which failed to gain approval for a scheme based on compulsory 
contributions. The purpose of this report is not to provide a history of these debates, 
details of which can be found among a range of relevant sources listed in this report. The 
focus here is on the current PRG goal of increasing private provision for retirement, and 
how this relates to the way Māori, Pacific and other New Zealand women organise their 
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lives during their pre-retirement years. The report therefore focuses mainly on issues for 
women of pre-retirement age. To invest in a savings scheme, the saver must, of course, 
be able to manage without that income for the time being. There is considerable evidence 
that to be able to divert income to retirement savings, women either need access to more 
disposable income on a regular basis, or they need to face fewer costs associated with 
bringing up their families and educating themselves, or both. The two long-standing 
issues acknowledged in earlier publications3 as crucial to understanding the relationship 
between women and retirement savings in New Zealand concern women’s access to 
uncommitted money to save for retirement, and the impact of other more immediate 
priorities for women’s income.  
 
This report will therefore consider women’s access to income, particularly employment 
income, as well as their priorities for spending it. The purpose is to see how the goal of 
achieving retirement savings fits within the reality of women’s lives. Women’s priorities 
(over which they may have little choice) for the allocation of their time and other 
resources between paid and unpaid work are also crucially important. The issue of 
women’s participation in saving for retirement cannot be considered in isolation, as it is 
meshed within a matrix of home and family, culture, employment, and the structure of 
social policies that shape and determine access to income support, health care, housing 
quality and education. 
 
How this report is organised 
This discussion document will first consider the social and economic policy context 
within which retirement income provision belongs, providing information on the 
challenges New Zealand women are currently face in their efforts to earn income, meet 
their family responsibilities and to save for retirement. The next section discusses the 
major issues arising from the social and economic context, including differences among 
women in different circumstances. Features of retirement savings schemes that would 
reflect the reality of the economic and social context for women are identified and 
discussed. The report concludes with an indication of the major policy issues that are 
relevant for the proposed options to increase women’s private provision for retirement in 
the future. 
 
Everyone has a stake in this issue 
The basic purpose of providing retirement income is to ensure an adequate material basis 
for the lives of older people. Although agreement on what is an adequate standard of 
living may change, Else and St John 4 cite the 1972 Royal Commission on Social 
Security’s reliance on the concept of permitting participation and belonging to the 
community at a standard of living much like the rest of the community, as an enduring 
measure.  

                                                 
3 See, for example, Anne Else and Susan St John (1998) A Super Future. The Price of Growing Older in 
New Zealand. Auckland, Tandem Press; and Society for Research on Women in NZ (SROW)(1999) 
Towards Retirement – Women’s Views. Final Report of the Women’s Preparation and Planning for 
Retirement Project. Wellington, Society for Research on Women (Inc). 
4 Anne Else and Susan St John (1998) A Super Future. The Price of Growing Older in New Zealand. 
Auckland, Tandem Press. 
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In their 1998 discussion of women and retirement issues, Else and St John attribute the 
success of New Zealand’s retirement income for women in recent decades to its 
independence of women’s employment circumstances, and of their marital status. The 
system has been administratively straightforward and therefore relatively inexpensive to 
run. Else and St John consider that New Zealand has produced the fairest outcomes for all 
women, compared with retirement income provision in either the United Kingdom or in 
Australia, both of which had much more complex systems that have not managed to 
exclude unfair results among women, nor for women generally, compared with men. The 
current provision of New Zealand Superannuation5 continues these advantages for New 
Zealand women, reflecting neither the gender and ethnic inequalities for women inherent 
in labour market participation, income and wealth, nor the problematic access to money 
inherent in many women’s personal relationships.  
 
Despite these positive results of a ‘pay-as-you-go’ mechanism for the distribution of 
retirement income, Else and St John also pointed out its affordability for an increasing 
number of older citizens in future ultimately depends on the amount the economy can 
afford to pay, rather than on an estimate of how much income older women or men 
actually need to live at an adequate standard. The current New Zealand Superannuation 
scheme is designed to rely to a large extent on the proceeds of invested national income.  
 
Another key factor discussed by Else and St John is the willingness of some population 
groups to share resources with others, so as to bring about equitable sharing of the 
country’s resources between older people and working-age people. The level of inter-
generational trust and connectedness within the society, and the extent to which the 
wellbeing of all citizens is of value to all others, are both indicators of social capital. Such 
values are strong within specific population groups, for example among Māori and 
Pacific peoples, among whom sharing the expenses for cultural and whānau or extended 
family-related events, and the financial support of relatives in old age is still largely the 
norm.6  To increase this kind of altruistic value within New Zealand society would be to 
increase the level of collective responsibility beyond that currently achieved through the 
redistribution of resources via the tax and welfare system.  
 
Stronger linkage of retirement policies to the wider field of social policy, and enhanced 
levels of trust and interconnectedness among citizens might provide a less direct but just 
as effective an opportunity for women to provide a greater proportion of their own 
retirement income. Such action could increase women’s access to more successful 
outcomes from their education, to higher levels of income from their employment, and to 
reduced financial pressure, for example, from the current level of costs associated with 
their own and their children’s health and education. Opportunity for a greater number of 
women to achieve home ownership could result, along with the active development of a 

                                                 
5 ‘New Zealand Superannuation’, the current scheme of publicly provided retirement income was 
implemented following the 2000 Budget, continuing the previous scheme’s universal provision and 
independence of employment history and marital status.  
6 Robin Fleming (1997) The Common Purse: Income sharing in New Zealand families. Auckland, 
AUP/BWB. 
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tradition of stable long-term leases for rental accommodation, as all the evidence points 
to low housing costs during the retirement years being an essential element generating an 
adequate standard of living for retired people.7 Greater investment, either public or 
private, in appropriate pensioner housing would free up some of the housing stock more 
suitable for families and help reduce housing costs for older people. Furthermore, 
opportunities for all adults to reduce debt levels throughout their adult lives would be 
recognised as a vital part of retirement income provision. 
 
While the ideal of a socially cohesive world can be the subject of ambitious goal-setting 
at both a public and an individual level, it is important that the immediate issues are 
recognised and ways found for individual women to work towards improving their 
retirement outcomes. A direct opportunity for improvement lies in tackling some of the 
economic barriers women face in their access to disposable income.  
 
 
2. The social context  
 
Demographics8   
In New Zealand, life expectancy is increasing among all population groups. The 
population is becoming increasingly diverse, with the proportions of Māori, Pacific and 
Asian people rising rapidly. In the future, the average length of time spent in retirement 
will be longer than it is now, since the average life expectancy of the population aged 
over 65 years is increasing as older people are now healthier on average than in previous 
generations. Although increasing numbers of people now remain in employment beyond 
the age of 65, increasing longevity means that many people will need access to more 
resources in total than they do now to sustain their lives during this time. Women’s 
greater longevity than men means that a higher proportion of the oldest population groups 
are women and will remain so, despite increasing life expectancy for older men.  
 
The populations of Māori and Pacific people have a much younger age structure than that 
of other New Zealanders, and consequently broader family responsibilities on average as 
a large proportion is engaged in the family-building phase of the life-cycle. Pacific 
women’s fertility is currently higher than that of other women, and their families are 
larger. For most young adult New Zealanders, family responsibilities compete for 
people’s time to spend on earning income to contribute to retirement savings. It is usually 
not until this phase of the family life cycle is nearly over and direct financial 
responsibility for children and teenagers reduces, that most people can begin to save large 
amounts. 
 
Statistics on personal relationships show substantial volatility in people’s lives, in which 
the continued duration of relationships cannot be assumed. Numbers of divorces are still 
increasing slowly, reaching 10,300 in 2002. The divorce rate (number of divorces per 
1,000 existing marriages) appears to have levelled off in the late 1990s at around 12.5 per 
1,000, decreased a little to 12.0 per 1,000 in 2002. A major influence behind these trends 
                                                 
7 D. Fergusson  et al  (2001) Living Standards of Older New Zealanders, Wellington, MSD. 
8 Details in Appendix 1 
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is the steady increase of numbers of de facto unions. By 1996, a quarter of all partnered 
women and men were not legally married, and therefore not ‘at risk’ of divorce as such, 
although still vulnerable to relationship breakdown.  A growing proportion of marriages 
involve the remarriage of one or both partners, and the median duration of marriages 
dissolved in 2002 was 13 years. The proportion of divorces involving children has fallen 
in recent years due to delayed child-bearing, as well as to increased numbers of divorces 
taking place within five to nine years of marriage (accounting for over one quarter of all 
divorces in 1999).  
 
One trend of significance for this discussion on women’s retirement saving is the 
increasing age of women at divorce, partly reflecting the trend towards older ages at first 
marriage, and also the increasing numbers of remarriages of people in their 30s and 40s 
that then end in a second divorce. In the year to December 2002, the median ages at 
divorce were 39.8 years for women and 42.4 years for men. Half of all divorcing women 
were therefore older than 39.8 years, and would have been well into the age group in 
which increased savings are becoming feasible. In 1999, 16.8 percent of all divorces were 
to people who had been married 25 years or more, compared with 11.8 percent a decade 
earlier. For most women, divorce at that stage in life means a loss of continuity in their 
access to accumulated wealth, and an increased likelihood of returning to an earlier phase 
of economic life in which disposable income is likely to be too low to include retirement 
saving. 
 
The number of sole parent families has grown rapidly over recent decades, with 
important implications for the welfare of children, given that sole parents tend to be 
disadvantaged in terms of employment, income, education and housing, compared with 
partnered parents. Between 1986 and 1996 the number of children under the age of 15 
living in sole parent families increased by over 55 percent. Many sole parents are young 
and have never been married, although a considerable group are women in their 30s and 
40s who have become sole parents following relationship breakdown. These women do 
not always re-partner, and when they do, their likelihood of divorce is greater than for 
women in first marriages. Younger sole parents are more likely to be Māori or Pacific 
peoples: Māori women have their children at a younger average age, while the average 
age of all Pacific women is younger than that of other groups. While many sole parents 
are employed and can support themselves and their children, considerable numbers rely 
on the Domestic Purposes Benefit for income. As a form of income support designed to 
be short-term, its level does not build in the capacity to save for retirement.  
 
In its Briefing for the Incoming Minister in 2001, the Ministry of Women’s Affairs 
pointed out that these changes in family formation and relationships are leading to greater 
levels of reliance of increasing numbers of women and children on the personal incomes 
of women.9 The growing pattern of sole parents’ participation in low paid employment, 
vulnerability to unemployment and long-term reliance on income support is already 
reducing average lifetime earnings and home ownership prospects. Difficult financial 
circumstances, particularly for Māori and Pacific women when older, are already on the 
horizon for many women. 
                                                 
9 Ministry of Women’s Affairs (2001) Briefing to the Incoming Minister, Wellington, MWA. 
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Traditional role expectations in families 
Women currently below retirement age, who have higher rates of employment and more 
direct access to money than women did in earlier times, are often assumed to have a more 
active role in household financial matters including decisions about saving for retirement. 
But it would not be appropriate to assume that the traditional role of women, so strong in 
t he 1950s, as home-maker and carer of dependents with no direct or independent role in 
household financial decisions, has disappeared. Despite the rapid increase in women’s 
employment participation over the last 30 years, those in European/Pakeha households 
particularly still provide the bulk of domestic work in the household and most of the 
caring for family members.10 The continued lack of opportunity for some women to 
participate in financial decisions is discussed in the next section. 
 
Traditional expectations among Māori and Pacific peoples continue to support the active 
participation of the grandparent generation as well as other relatives, in raising children. 
This culturally-embedded pattern of child-rearing effectively competes with employment 
during the last two decades before the older generation retires, when saving for the future 
might otherwise be a priority. Among European/Pakeha women also, childminding by 
grandmothers is an essential aspect of some young women’s employment participation. 
As a widespread mechanism for managing the interface between work and family, 
women’s responsibility for the housework and children continues to influence their 
patterns of employment,11 and hence their direct access to money with its opportunity to 
make independent decisions about retirement (or any other) saving.  
 
Another feature of tradition that strongly influences many women and men (particularly 
those who are of European descent) is the observation of a high level of privacy and 
reticence about money, and reluctance to talk about it to anyone whom they do not 
already know and trust.  Some women do not know how much their partner earns – a 
common enough situation in earlier times12 – and are not familiar with the terminology, 
let alone the practice, of investing money. No-one welcomes the opportunity to feel 
stupid, especially in front of someone they do not know. These are hurdles that the 
current plethora of glossy brochures and fast-talking television advertisers of savings 
schemes need to consider carefully, to attract more interest from women. The 1999 
research report on women’s views on retirement issues, undertaken by the Society for 
Research on Women (SROW) documents many women’s suspicion of ‘self-serving’ 
financial advice.13 The inclusion of women with a low-key approach among those who 
promote savings schemes would probably be welcomed by many women. These issues 
highlight the need for structured learning about money management while still at school, 

                                                 
10 Statistics NZ/Ministry of Women’s Affairs (2001) Around the Clock. Findings from the NZ Time Use 
Survey, 1998-99. Wellington, SNZ and MWA. 
11 Michael Bittman and Jocelyn Pixley (1997) The Double Life of the Family. Myth, Hope and Experience. 
Australia, Allen and Unwin. 
12 Robin Fleming (1997) The Common Purse: Income sharing in New Zealand families. Auckland, 
AUP/BWB. 
13 Society for Research on Women in NZ (1999) Towards Retirement – Women’s Views. Final Report of 
the Women’s Preparation and Planning for Retirement Project. Wellington, SROW. (Inc). 
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so that informed choices can be made by women (and men) as the opportunities present 
themselves later on. 
 
Control of money resources in families  
Many women live as in earlier times in relationships where savings are made on their 
behalf from their husband or partner’s income, although an increasing number of couples 
consider all of their joint income as belonging equally to both, no matter which partner 
has earned it. Some of these couples (but not all) participate in all financial decisions 
equally. The important issue for this report is that women cannot be assumed always to 
have effective power in their personal relationships to make independent decisions about 
family money,14 leaving the concern that some women in New Zealand have insufficient 
power to channel an adequate amount of either their own or their partner’s income into 
saving for retirement needs, even if the money is available.  
 
Another element in the distribution of income in New Zealand families, particularly in 
the majority population group of European/Pakeha descent, is that women’s earnings are 
more likely than men’s to be earmarked for spending on day-to-day expenses of the 
family. The continued focus of women on responsibility for home and family involves 
their income as well as their time. Many dual-income couples today continue to divide 
responsibility for family expenditure along traditional lines. The woman’s income is 
spent on short-term consumption items like food and clothes, whereas the man’s is spent 
on large items like the car and the mortgage, insurance and investments. New Zealand 
and international research has showed that a very common and persistent pattern is for 
women to manage the household finances on behalf of the family (although this does not 
imply such women can control major spending decisions of the couple’s income). Thus 
when many mothers take up employment or increase their income, their first priority is 
usually to increase their contribution to the family’s standard of living, rather than to 
spend the money on their own present or future needs.15 
 
Cultural differences in attitudes to money  
Priorities for spending money differ also among cultures. The dominant European/Pakeha 
culture in New Zealand usually prioritises the couple’s income for meeting the needs of 
the family who live in the same household. In contrast, among many whānau and Pacific 
extended families the economic boundary of the family extends well beyond the 
household where those earning the income live, and can be assigned by family leaders to 
meet other wider kin group or community needs, even extending to the needs of relatives 
living in other countries. Thus, retirement saving for some women may have insufficient 
priority within their cultural context,16 where other forms of preparing for the future 
prevail, such as investing in the young and belonging to a mutually supportive collective 
group. For example, the cultural imperatives encouraging individual income to be pooled 
among the Pacific extended family group result in clear social disapproval of putting 

                                                 
14 See Robin Fleming (1997) above 
15 See Robin Fleming (1997) above 
16 See Robin Fleming (1997) above. 
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individual needs first by making money unavailable to meet the immediate needs of the 
collective.17 
 
 
3. The economic context 
 
Relationship property 
Recently the Property (Relationships) Amendment Act 2001, which came into effect on 1 
February 2002, has imposed on de facto and same-sex couples the same obligation as on 
married people to divide property equally upon relationship breakdown. This rule has 
also been extended to include property division upon the death of a spouse or de facto 
partner. The treatment of superannuation entitlements has been changed. Previously, 
superannuation entitlements of either spouse were deemed to be matrimonial property if 
contributions had been made during the marriage.  The new regime determines that only 
the proportion of the scheme or policy’s value that can be attributed to the 
marriage/relationship can be deemed to be property available for distribution. 
 
While this change may indeed protect the interests of some women who left non-
marriage relationships in the past with very little of the value they had contributed, it 
disadvantages those women who in the past chose not to marry, in order to protect their 
full ownership of their own property. 
 
Increasing cost of education 
Apart from changes in personal circumstances, structural policy changes in recent 
decades have increased the expectation of the family to support its members, for example 
in the areas of health services and education, particularly tertiary education. The impact 
on students of the Student Loan scheme is discussed in more detail in the issues section 
below on the impact of debt. A further concern is the call on parental income in all but 
the lowest-income families to support their children when students up to the age of 25 
years. The timing of this obligation means it now competes directly with the parents’ 
opportunities to save much of their income during their last decade before retirement.18 
Yet another issue for many parents is concern about the prospect of their children 
becoming indebted so young. 
 
Housing trends 
An increased call on personal income for all has occurred since the 1970s in the form of a 
general increase in the real cost of housing. Between 1988 and 1998, the proportion of 
households spending more than 30 percent of their income on housing rose from 12 
percent to 25 percent.19  Not surprisingly home ownership has steadily declined, 
especially among those affected by the adverse economic circumstances of recent 
decades: in the 1996 Census only 56.2 percent of Māori women and 44.4 percent of 
Pacific women lived in owned dwellings, compared with 70 percent of Pakeha/European 

                                                 
17 Anna Pasikale and Tai George (1995) “For the Family First” A Study of Income Allocation Within 
Pacific Islands Families in New Zealand. Wellington, Destini Inc. 
18 See SROW (1999) above. 
19 Ministry of Social Development (2001) The Social Report, Wellington, MSD. 
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women. Part of this is due to the younger age structure of both the Māori and Pacific 
populations, and also to their higher proportions of sole parent families. In 1996 53.3 
percent of children in sole parent families lived in rented accommodation, compared with 
only 20.6 percent in two-parent families.  
 
Consequences of adverse economic conditions 
The adverse economic conditions for many New Zealanders that resulted from the 
structural adjustment of the economy in the late 1980s and early 1990s have had a major 
and continuing impact on the lifetime earnings of some specific population groups. Else 
and St John record that Māori took the brunt of the 1980s economic restructuring, when 
between 1986 and 1992 Māori unemployment rose from 11 percent to 27 percent. 
Although unemployment levels have reduced since, these years signal the long-term 
consequences of those people’s lost opportunity to consolidate their economic security 
before retiring. Among Pacific peoples generally, the disappearance of full-time 
employment in the late 1980s and early 1990s, particularly in light manufacturing and in 
clothing and textiles occupations, led to widespread unemployment which has still not 
returned to earlier levels.  Between 1987 and 1996, the labour force participation rates of 
Pacific peoples fell from 70 percent to 59 percent. Although the rate has now risen to 61 
percent, this is well below the national average of 66 percent.20 
 
It would be fair to say that as a consequence of the economic restructuring in the 1980s 
and 1990s, a proportion of the increased participation in paid work by women with young 
children in the last 20 years has been necessitated by the consequences of rising 
unemployment and falling household incomes.  Reliance on the earning capacity of the 
male partner only can no longer ensure the financial security of the family. Many women 
with young dependent children have had to seek employment, with its accompanying 
work and family interface difficulties and childcare costs, to supplement the family 
income. Sole parents not in the labour force also experienced difficulties as income 
support levels were reduced during this time.  
  
One expression of rapid change in people’s lives is reflected in census results that 
consistently show over 50 percent of the population have shifted house between each 
census. While a large proportion of this change will be due to life-cycle factors such as 
older children leaving home or parents moving to a smaller dwelling when the children 
have left home, some will also reflect the impact of adverse economic circumstances.  
 
Living standards 
Recent research on the living standards of both older New Zealanders and younger 
people of working age have revealed the risk factors indicating the likelihood of a lower 
living standard for people now in their retirement years, as well as for people who have 
yet to reach retirement. Home ownership emerges as one of the most influential factors, 
effectively buffering retired people living on New Zealand Superannuation only, from 
extreme hardship. Retired people in rental accommodation who must meet that cost from 

                                                 
20 Statistics New Zealand (2002) Pacific Progress. A report on the Economic Status of Pacific Peoples in 
New Zealand. Wellington, SNZ. 
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their retirement income are in a far more difficult position financially. This group 
includes a high proportion of Māori  and Pacific peoples. 
 
The study Living Standards of Older New Zealanders in 200121 showed 5 percent of 
older people currently experiencing marked material hardship, with a further 5-10 percent 
experiencing some difficulties. The principal risk factors are low lifetime income, no 
savings, and the lack of home ownership, which leads to continuing high accommodation 
costs. The report warns that the current material disadvantages experienced by Māori and 
Pacific peoples will therefore continue into old age.  Since the current retired generation 
of New Zealanders with its high levels of home ownership already includes a proportion 
of people experiencing financial hardship, future generations with lower average levels of 
home ownership and a work history characterised by spells of unemployment, will 
include a greater proportion of people in financial difficulty. Lower home-ownership 
levels already predict difficulty, particularly for the greater numbers of Māori and Pacific 
women who are expected to live longer in future decades.  Older European/Pakeha 
women are considered by many to be financially secure, because even if widowed they 
are much more likely to live in freehold houses. But it must be remembered that their 
source of security is derived mainly from the home-ownership opportunities they 
experienced when younger, when their spouses’ access to stable employment in the years 
after the Second World War was greater than many people enjoy today, and higher than 
current levels of publicly funded housing assistance were available. 
 
Women’s employment 
The continued rise of women’s employment participation in recent decades has been a 
marked feature of difference between the lives of currently retired women and those of 
younger women. Labour force participation for women at 31 March 2003 was 59 percent 
(73.8 percent for men), compared with 54.1 percent in 1986 (78.9 percent for men) 22. In 
the 2001 Census, levels of participation in paid work were similar for European/Pakeha 
and Māori women (both 61 percent) and Pacific women (59 percent), but were lower for 
Asian women (50 percent). Employment patterns for women are obviously linked to the 
patterns of their family lives: Statistics New Zealand advises that women are less likely 
than men to be in the labour force across all age-groups except 15-19 years. Women are 
most likely to be in paid employment between the ages of 40 and 49 years, and least 
likely between 30-34 years.  
 
Some groups of women experience more difficulty in gaining employment than others 
do. For example, labour force participation rates of Pacific women, who are more likely 
than others to have dependent children, are now lower than the rates for the female 
population over 15 at every age, with the greatest difference in the 50-64 year age group. 
Similarly, unemployment rates are higher for Pacific women at every age.23 The labour 
force participation of Pacific women and men is lower that that of the total population. 
The biggest difference is among the age cohorts of Pacific peoples approaching 

                                                 
21 D. Fergusson et al (2001) Living Standards of Older New Zealanders Wellington, MSD. 
22 Statistics NZ (2003) Household Labour Force Survey: Seasonally adjusted labour force participation 
rates in the March quarter 2003 in Hot off the Press, published 9 May on www.stats.govt.nz 
23 Ministry of Women’s Affairs (2001) Briefing to the Incoming Minister, Wellington, MWA. 
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retirement. This indicates that those Pacific peoples approaching retirement soon will be 
more disadvantaged than younger Pacific peoples, in terms of opportunities during their 
lifetimes to earn income and accumulate wealth, whether on a collective or an individual 
basis. 
 
Very many women have entered employment in recent decades in a manner that has 
needed to fit alongside their family responsibilities, choosing to work part-time, close to 
their home, the childcare centre or the school. Much of the recent increase in the 
employment of women (nearly twice that of men between 1991 and 1996) has been in 
jobs of essentially ‘marginal’ or non-standard status including casual, seasonal and shift-
work, and not the standard full-time, 40-hour week that continues to be the pattern for 
men. Although men’s part-time work participation increased by more than women’s 
during 1991-1996, women remain more likely than men to work part-time at every age-
group. Part-time employment of women increased markedly between 1991 and 1998, 
while their full-time work rates fell a little. Statistics New Zealand observes that 
employed women aged 30-39 are six times more likely than men to work part-time, 
because of their childcare responsibilities.24  
 
Although part-time work is often seen to offer flexibility and choice for the worker, it 
offers shorter hours than the worker may want. Between 1987 and 2002, the numbers of 
women part-timers in the Household Labour Force Survey who were recorded as 
preferring to work longer hours rose from 22,000 to 71,000, while numbers of part-timers 
looking for full-time work rose from 3,000 to 13,000 over the same time period.25  Where 
hours cannot be increased, the number of concurrent jobs may increase instead. Statistics 
New Zealand reports that between 1987 and 2002, levels of multiple job-holding (i.e. 
where the number of ‘usual’ hours in jobs other than the main job is greater than zero) 
showed a rise among women full-timers from 12.9 percent to 19.7 percent of those 
employed, while rates among women part-timers rose from 15.3 percent to 29.6 percent 
during the same time.26 A closer analysis27 of the statistics on multiple job-holding 
reveals distinct groups, including lower-paid people such as supermarket employees and 
fast-food industry workers who are trying to cobble together sufficient income to support 
themselves or their families, as well as highly paid professionals such as medical 
specialists and musicians responding to forces of globalisation and decentralised 
bargaining, thus maximising opportunities for balance between their work and personal 
lives. Multiple hob-holding is associated with people aged 15-17 years, but also with 
people aged over 45. 
 
The Household Labour Force Survey data for the year to March 2001 showed that 59 
percent of those with multiple jobs were women. Full-time employed men were a little 
                                                 
24 Statistics NZ, Facets of Wealth in NZ: Work and Opportunity: Patterns of Work. www.stats.govt.nz 
25 Statistics NZ, Reference Reports, Labour Market Statistics 2002: Employment, Table 2.12, 
www.stats.govt.nz 
26 Statistics NZ, Reference Reports, Labour Market Statistics 2002: Employment, Table 2.10, 
www.stats.govt.nz 
27 Baines, James, James Newell and Nick Taylor (2002) ‘Multiple Job Holding in New Zealand – a 
statistical profile.’ Paper presented at the Labour, Employment and Work Conference, Wellington, 21-22 
November, 2002. 
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more likely to work in multiple jobs than their female counterparts, but the proportion of 
part-time employed women in multiple jobs was far greater than that of men. The 
predominance of part-time employed women holding multiple jobs partly reflects their 
greater participation in self-employment, plus indicating the likelihood that many will 
belong to the first group identified above. For many of these women the motivation to 
work in this way probably comes either from their inability to find other forms of paid 
work that yield sufficient income to support their families, or from their prime 
responsibility within the couple to absorb and manage work and family pressures by 
earning income yet still being available to care for family members when required.  
 
Rates of multiple job-holding are highest among rural and land-based industries, and in 
entertainment, tertiary education and the health sector. Rates are highest among New 
Zealand Europeans, and lowest among Pacific peoples. Occupational differences are 
observable between female and male multiple job-holders, with women out-numbering 
men in professional, technicians and associated professionals, clerks, service and sales 
workers, and in elementary occupations. Men outnumbered women as legislators, 
administrators and managers, as agriculture and fishery workers, as trades workers and as 
plant and machine operators and assemblers.28  
 
Part-time work is most readily found in female-dominated occupations. Else and 
Bishop’s analysis of 2001 census data shows that ‘female’ occupations tend to be less 
valued, with lower pay, lower status and fewer advancement opportunities than ‘male’ 
occupations. In 2001, employed women were predominantly clustered in just three 
occupational groups: Clerks; Service and Sales Workers; and Professionals. The ‘female’ 
occupations have characteristics highly consistent with female stereotypes, such as being 
kindly and caring, relating well to people, and having good manual dexterity (although 
somehow not good enough for brain surgery, according to Richard Anker for the ILO29). 
Occupations relating to health-care, education or caring for other people in which 90 
percent or more of the workforce were women in 2001, were:  

• Secretary (97 percent);  
• Registered Nurse (94 percent);  
• Care Giver (92 percent); and  
• Information Clerk and Other Receptionist (90 percent).  

 
In 2001 29 occupations were 90 percent female or more, employing 19.2 percent of the 
female workforce.30 How realistic it is for many women to continue working in 
physically demanding occupations such as cleaning, nursing and teaching until the age of 
65 cannot be assumed, any more than it can be assumed that manual labouring is a 
realistic job option for men up to the age of 65. Although some women are able to move 

                                                 
28 Statistics NZ, Reference Reports, Labour Market Statistics 2002: Employment, Table 2.11, 
www.stats.govt.nz 
29 See Richard Anker (1998) Gender and jobs: sex segregation of occupations in the world. Geneva, ILO, 
cited in Anne Else and Barbara Bishop (2003) Occupational Patterns for Employed Women, Wellington, 
MWA. 
30 For a full discussion of occupational segregation and its effects on women’s employment and incomes, 
see Else and Bishop (2003) above. 
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into less physically strenuous management positions, the numbers of jobs available will 
always be smaller at this level of seniority. 
 
Another form of non-standard work among women seemingly offering flexibility and 
choice is self-employment. New Zealand research has shown that although when jobs are 
scarce, self-employment may be the only way some women can earn an income, many 
women choose self-employment to be able to reconcile work and family interface issues. 
Self-employed women report being able to balance their work and responsibility for 
children more effectively than when working as an employee, as well as having more 
direct control over promoting and developing their own careers. 31 32 Being one’s own 
boss and having control and flexibility on a day-to-day basis in employment can make it 
much easier to ensure that family needs are met. Being able to work at home using 
technological advances in computerised communications is one of the advantages of self-
employment.  
 
Total numbers of self-employed women (without employees) have risen from almost 
45,000 in 1987 to over 65,000 in 2002.33  Self-employment rates are lower among Māori 
and Pacific women, but nevertheless rising with each census. In the 2001 Census, the 
employment status of 3,663 Māori women was reported as self-employed without 
employees, compared with 7,905 Māori men in that category. Among Pacific peoples, 
936 Pacific women were self-employed without employees, compared with 2,217 Pacific 
men. While self-employment brings a certain level of independence, a drawback in the 
context of this report is that self-employed women cannot participate in retirement 
savings schemes set up by employers. 
 
How to find affordable childcare of acceptable quality while working is a considerable 
problem for many women, and indeed the cost puts some off looking for employment at 
all. Despite the existence of subsidies for low-income families, high fees for full-day 
childcare mean that women on low or modest incomes face serious affordability 
problems.34 35 The NZ Childcare Survey showed that in 1998 the biggest factors 
preventing mothers from participating in paid employment were the cost of childcare and 
out of school care for older children, and the lack of a suitable care arrangement. Having 
family and friends provide informal care for children means essentially that for one 
woman to be employed, another woman needs to be available during work hours to 
provide the care. The employed mother might (or might not) be in a position to contribute 

                                                 
31 N.Armstrong (1997) Flexible work and disciplined selves: telework, gender and discourses of 
subjectivity. Unpublished PhD thesis in Sociology, Massey University, Palmerston North. 
32 Linda Byrne(2002) Women Combining Paid Work and Parenting. Working  paper No.8. Labour Market 
Dynamics Research Programme. Albany and Palmerston North: Massey University. 
33 Statistics NZ, Reference Reports, Labour Market Statistics 2002: Employment, Table 2.01, 
www.stats.govt.nz 
34 See results of the NZ Survey of Childcare, Families and Work, DoL, 1999, showing how many parents 
maximise their use of the lowest-cost forms of childcare, with only those on higher incomes using all-day 
paid care for their children. 
35 Some of the childcare cost problem will be diminished by the 2003 Budget increase (from 1 July 2003) 
in the maximum number of subsidised childcare hours, from 37 to 50 hours per week. 
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to a savings scheme, but the informal carer will not be, even though the care provided is 
essential to the mother’s employment participation. 
 
As family demands for the time of most women decrease as their children get older, 
women’s employment participation increases. A further influence is the rise in the age of 
eligibility for New Zealand Superannuation. Since the age of eligibility for publicly-
funded retirement income rose from 1992 onwards, employment rates have risen among 
older women, although they still do not reach the rates of men. Among the 11,700 
employed women aged 65 plus in March 2002, 28.2 percent were employed full-time, 
and 71.8 percent were employed part-time. Corresponding data for the 26,700 employed 
men aged 65 plus in March 2002 shows 51.7 percent in full-time employment, compared 
with 48.3 percent in part-time employment. Patterns of occupational difference between 
women and men continue in this age-group, with the dominant occupation for men in 
agriculture and fishing. To some extent this is likely to reflect their continued residence 
on farms or in rural areas. In years to come, the current trend of women who live (and 
work) on farms to record their occupation as ‘farmer’ might serve to narrow this 
difference. 
 
Women’s incomes 
Whereas the traditional source of income for men has always been their employment, the 
traditional source of income for women was in past times their husband or father. The 
current source of women’s personal incomes, in times when relationships frequently 
break down and where child bearing and personal relationships have become separate 
events for many, reflects considerable reliance on income support and other government 
transfers, particularly for sole parents. The extent of the economic and social changes 
discussed above has effectively increased the proportion of the population reliant on 
women’s personal incomes. But women receive less income than men in all age groups, 
and their income drops as they enter the main childbearing and child-rearing years. The 
2001 Census shows the median annual income for all women at $14,500 – 58 percent of 
men’s median income of $24,000. In each of the five-year age cohorts reported, between 
4.3 percent and 6.3 percent of women had no personal income at all, compared with only 
1-1.4 percent of men. In contrast, men’s incomes increase with age until around the age 
of 50.36  
 
A 1995 study showed that three quarters of households with an equivalised income lower 
than 60 percent of the median were households of women and their children.37  
Considerable differences continue to exist between the incomes of women and of men, 
and also between different groups of women, demonstrating the relative difficulty many 
women have in gaining access to income. In the June quarter in 2002, the Household 
Labour Force Survey’s record of hourly earnings revealed that although the (then) 
minimum hourly wage was $8.00 per hour, 15 percent of women were earning $10.00 or 
less per hour only, compared with 9 percent of men. The majority of these women 

                                                 
36 Statistics NZ (2003) Looking Past the 20th Century: Facets of Wealth in New Zealand: Work and 
Opportunity:Labour Force and Income Patterns. www.stats.govt.nz 
37 R. Stephens, (1995) Poverty, family finances and social security’ in J. Boston, Redesigning the Welfare 
State in New Zealand. Oxford University Press. 
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earning $10.00 or less were working part-time, but for men low pay was not strongly 
associated with working part-time. Differences among women should not be overlooked: 
20 percent of Māori women, 23 percent of Pacific women, and 20 percent of women of 
‘Other’ ethnicity were earning $10.00 or less per hour, compared with 14 percent of 
European/Pakeha women. At that time, Māori women (6 percent) and Pacific women (5 
percent) were the most likely groups of women to be earning less than the minimum 
wage.38  
 
The reliance of women and children on sole parent incomes is particularly important in 
this discussion, since the vast majority of sole parents are women. In 1996 a total of 84.5 
percent of all children in one-parent families were in the bottom two income quintiles, 
with 55.6 percent having an income in the lowest quintile.39 The extent of sole 
parenthood among women means that benefit income is an important source of income 
for many women, particularly so during the years of responsibility for dependent 
children. The interface between benefit and employment income is not an easy one for 
some women. Else and St John consider that benefit abatement regimes provide a major 
disincentive to save, since savings can be made only from benefit income that has been 
abated (i.e. reduced) against employment income.  This example of contradiction 
between the goals of different policies, where increasing retirement saving is desired, but 
made impossible by the constraints on receipt of benefit income, illustrates the need for 
more a co-ordinated approach focusing on the end-point of enabling people, particularly 
women, to save for their retirement, free of compulsion to use all of their disposable 
income on day-to-day living costs. 
 
The lower average income level of women generally is not just a reflection of their 
marital status, family responsibilities and more intermittent employment participation, 
and their reliance on benefit income. Despite various attempts such as equal pay and 
human rights legislation to bring more equity to the labour market, occupational 
segregation and other forces such as low pay in female-dominated occupations and in 
part-time work continue to generate a substantial gender wage gap in New Zealand. Else 
and Bishop (for the Ministry of Women’s Affairs)40 note that in June 2001, the average 
ordinary time hourly earnings of New Zealand women ($14.93) were 84.3 percent of the 
equivalent for men ($17.71).41  In its (2002) discussion document on the issue of pay 
equity, the Ministry of Women’s Affairs explores the difference in the levels of gender 
wage gap experienced by different population groups of women. European/Pakeha 
women’s average hourly earnings were 86.2 percent of the average for men; but Māori 
women earned just 73.8 percent; and Pacific women only 70.3 percent of the average for 

                                                 
38 See Anne Else and Barbara Bishop (2003) Occupational Patterns for Employed New Zealand Women. 
Wellington, MWA. 
39 Statistics NZ (2003) Looking Past the 20th Century: Facets of Wealth in New Zealand: Sole-Parent 
Family Income and More sole-parent families .www.stats.govt.nz 
40 Anne Else and Barbara Bishop (2003) Occupational Patterns for Employed New Zealand Women. 
Wellington, MWA. 
41 Statistics NZ (2002) Average Hourly Earnings (from Salary and Wages), Table 1, June 2001 Income 
Supplement. www.stats.govt.nz 
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all men.42 The differences for Māori and Pacific women reflect not only gender 
disadvantage, but the effects of ethnic disadvantage as well in the constraints on their 
access to income from employment. Dixon (for the Department of Labour) attributed 20 
percent to 40 percent of the gender pay gap in average earnings to occupational 
differences between women and men, noting that even though the gender wage gap can 
be partly explained by occupational and wage effects, this should not be taken to imply 
either efficiency or equity.43  
 
Savings and wealth 
Differences in income have implications for overall wealth. New Zealand research in 
1999 showed a gender difference in average wealth holdings that was remarkably similar 
to the gender wage gap, at around 84 percent. Average wealth for males was higher than 
for females at every age group except those under 30. Women’s median wealth holdings 
were only 80 percent of men’s, indicating that the wealth held by most women had a 
lower average value. The large gender disparity in wealth holdings was attributed to 
men’s larger holdings of superannuation and equity in unincorporated business. Māori 
women had lower average wealth holdings than European/Pakeha women or their male 
counterparts, but higher than Pacific and Asian women at that time.44 Occupational 
category makes a great deal of difference, only partly reflecting the value of education: 
the 2001 Household Savings Survey found that the average net worth (assets less 
liabilities) among legislators, administrators and managers of almost $100,000 was at 
least three times that of any other occupational class. The lowest median net worth was 
recorded at just  $700, among the predominantly female occupational category of service 
and sales workers.45 
 
 
4. Issues 
 
Women’s pay 
The reasons why women’s work, and in particular their part-time work attracts low pay 
have been widely debated, and will not be discussed in detail here.46 One major strand of 
the debate has focused on the notion of women’s lower average human capital (i.e. lower 
education and skill levels) than men, while others seek explanatory power in the nature of 
the work itself (i.e. it is perceived as requiring less skill, especially where the work 
resembles traditional activities of women in the home). Occupational segregation itself 

                                                 
42 Ministry of Women’s Affairs (2002) Next Steps Towards Pay Equity. A discussion document. 
Wellington, MWA. 
43 Sylvia Dixon (2002) Pay Inequality between men and women in New Zealand. Occasional Paper 35 (2). 
Wellington, LMPG, DoL. 
44 Yann, Campbell, Hoare and Wheeler (1999) Women’s Economic Status, Equal Worth Report. Report 
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the Status of Women. 
45 Statistics NZ, 2001 Household Savings Survey, www.stats.govt.nz 
46 See, for an NZ example of the ‘low human capital’ argument, N.Carroll (1999) Non-Standard 
Employment: A Note on Trends, and Some Implications. Labour Market Bulletin, pp. 101-121; whereas an 
example of the argument that part-time work per se attracts low pay is to be found in Joshi, H. and P. Paci 
(1999) Unequal Pay for Women and Men: evidence from British cohort studies, MIT, London.  



 

 23

seems to play a role, as lower pay is clearly a feature of many occupations employing 
large numbers of women, whether full-time or part-time. But it is reasonable to presume 
that a major reason why so many women working part-time desire to work more hours, is 
to increase their earnings. As Else and Bishop point out: 

The gender pay gap affects women’s life choices. It affects family incomes, 
particularly those of women raising children alone. Lower average earnings for 
women also affect lifetime income, including retirement income. There is a need, 
therefore, to develop a range of policy options to address the pay gap. This may 
include policies to increase the range of jobs in which neither gender 
predominates, as well as policies to ensure that women receive equal pay for 
work of equal value. 47 

 
Although New Zealand has laws to ensure women receive equal pay in the same jobs, 
this does not extend to providing equal pay for work of equal value. The law also bans 
discrimination in employment, educational strategies, equal employment opportunities 
programmes and childcare subsidies, yet no policies address the way occupational 
differences between women and men are linked to lower average pay for women. 
Addressing these issues would go along way towards reducing the effect of gender 
differences in determining women’s pay.48 
 
Tax issues 
A visible element of the recent public debate on retirement income concerns the 
‘dependency ratio’, i.e. the ratio of those of working age to those both younger and older, 
presumed not to be in paid employment.  This can be split into an old-age dependency 
ratio (of the number of people over the age of 65 relative to the number of working-aged 
people (i.e.15-64 years), and to a youth dependency ratio (the number of people in the 
population less than 15 years of age relative to the number of working aged people). 
Projected population estimates show the taxes of a proportionately smaller group of 
people of working age in the future, supporting the larger, ageing population of baby-
boomers in their retirement (although the proportion of dependent children will reduce). 
A cause of some public concern is therefore the diminishing tax base available to support 
increasing numbers of elderly dependents, requiring a higher proportion of GDP needing 
to be spent on public goods. It is estimated that in 2050, people aged 65 and over will 
comprise more than a quarter of the total population.49 Solutions such as raising the age 
of eligibility for retirement income beyond 65 years may seem a logical solution to some 
people, but to others, it appears as the least cost-effective retirement savings policies. 50 
 
But the context is important, according to Else and St John,51 who argue that it is not 
necessarily correct to consider publicly funded retirement income as having lost its public 
                                                 
47 Else and Bishop (2003) see reference above: page 22. 
48 Ministry of Women’s Affairs (2002) Next Steps Towards Pay Equity. A discussion document. 
Wellington, MWA. 
49 John Stephenson and Grant Scobie (2002) The Economics of Population Ageing. Working Paper, the 
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50 Peter Harris (2003) paper delivered at the Savings Forum, Wellington July 23. 
51 Anne Else and Susan St John (1998) A Super Future. The Price of Growing Older in New Zealand. 
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value, once it is paid out. Increasing numbers of older people will provide higher levels 
of economic stimulus through their consumer spending. In addition, the age of 
‘dependency’ is not fixed: the increase in employment levels of people currently aged 60-
64 may well continue, without the sharp drop in levels of labour market activity that once 
accompanied compulsory retirement. The smaller percentage in future of younger people 
in the workforce might also lower unemployment, by creating space in the labour market 
for higher levels of older people’s employment. Else and St John emphasise that the 
categories of ‘taxpayer’ and ‘beneficiary’ do not match those of ‘producer’ and 
‘consumer’. All terms refer to groups of people moving through the life-cycle. The major 
issue is to recognise and support interdependence among people in the population, rather 
than considering retirement issues only in terms of intergenerational competition. 
 
At the personal level, the issue of tax relief for retirement income savers may seem to 
some to be a worthwhile move. The reasoning behind the phasing-out of such relief in 
recent years reflected its essentially regressive nature, where the people with the most 
access to income and could save the most also got the most benefit in terms of reduced 
tax liability. The people saving the least, or those not able to save at all, either got a 
smaller tax reduction or none at all. 
 
The effects of divorce and property division 
The traditional pattern of life-long marriage where the couple’s retirement savings 
accumulate and are ready to support their retirement has become less common. 
Matrimonial property settlements include savings for retirement, which become 
fragmented upon property division. Further fragmentation can follow subsequent 
relationship breakdown. A woman may indeed exit the marriage with half of the assets, 
but if there are dependent children to support, she will not necessarily have enough 
disposable income to keep up contributions to a savings scheme, or even a mortgage. The 
ownership of a joint scheme is more likely to remain with the man, who would then pay 
cash or transfer other assets to compensate his ex-spouse for its value. With dependent 
children and only half of a house, the logical step is for the woman to put such cash assets 
towards housing her family, rather than attempting to keep it in retirement savings. 
Australian research has documented the negative financial consequences of divorce for 
women, a pattern that exists also in New Zealand.52 The New Zealand SROW study cited 
above found that uncertainty about marriage duration can undermine some women’s 
savings intentions. 
 
Women’s continuing responsibility for children 
The ascribed social responsibility for children that our society vests in women is one of 
the foundations of the economy, ensuring that the full cost of the care of young and/or 
dependent people does not have to be met from within national income. The major issue 
for this discussion is that carrying out this vital function even for short periods of time 
constrains women’s access to employment participation and income. The provision of 
unpaid care services is now recognised as ‘production’ within the United Nations System 
of National Accounts, and as such its annual value to the economy can be calculated. In 
                                                 
52 See K. Funder, M. Harison and R. Weston (1993) Settling down: pathways of parents after divorce. 
Australian Institute of Family Studies, Monograph No 13. 
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New Zealand, the Time Use Survey of 1998/199953 recorded that 20 percent of the 
average day of females aged 12 and over was spent doing unpaid productive work in the 
household and the community, compared with 12 percent of the average day for men. 
The value of the total unpaid work carried out in New Zealand in 1999 was later 
estimated by Statistics New Zealand to be $39,637 million, equivalent to 39 percent of 
GDP. Women accounted for 64 percent of this total.54 
 
Providing unpaid caring services for children and dependents, as well as other services 
within the community thus underpins the way our economy and society function, but the 
cost of the foregone income is borne directly by the people who do it. The result of 
limited or intermittent labour market participation for women is lower lifetime income, 
and therefore reduced opportunity to undertake private provision for retirement. The 
economic disadvantage of being responsible for caring is not therefore shared equally 
among society’s members, nor is there much credit given to women for ensuring that 
very many dependent adults are cared for outside publicly funded services, and that 
successive waves of healthy, competent children enter the school system at five, ready to 
learn how to become useful and productive members of society. 
 
The high cost of childcare in New Zealand further erodes the incomes of employed 
mothers. In addition, negative public attitudes towards childcare have been shown to 
generate disquiet among women about their children’s well-being, further limiting their 
labour market participation. Yet in some other countries in the OECD, childcare is widely 
considered to be a positive experience that parents actively seek for their children, 
regardless of whether the parents are employed. The OECD cites research showing 
ongoing benefit resulting from the enrichment childcare participation provides, during the 
child’s years at school.55 Compared with the situation in countries such as Denmark, 
Sweden and France, New Zealand’s reluctance to share collectively the costs of raising 
children is reinforced by attitudes that mother-care, or at least care by one of the parents, 
will always be better for the child at any time. Yet the standards of childcare for pre-
schoolers in New Zealand are indeed high – standards that are reflected in the high fees 
full-time employed parents pay for services. 
 
The cost of housing 
Owner-occupied housing has traditionally been the dominant mode of New Zealanders’ 
wealth accumulation, and has been demonstrated in the research on living standards to 
have a strong protective effect against poverty in old age.56 Alongside this trend, 
however, has been a long-standing lack of housing stock suitable for older people, once 
children have left home. The logic of buying a larger house to accommodate the family, 
and then downsizing to a smaller one with cash left over to purchase, say, a retirement 
annuity from an insurance company, is not straightforward in reality. Ironically, when 
                                                 
53 Statistics New Zealand and Ministry of Women’s Affairs (2001) Around the Clock. Findings from the 
New Zealand Time Use Survey 1998-99. Wellington, SNZ and MWA. 
54 Statistics New Zealand (2001) Measuring Unpaid Work in New Zealand 1999. Wellington, SNZ. 
55 OECD (2002) Babies and Bosses: Reconciliation of Work and Family Life in Australia, Denmark and 
The Netherlands. Working Party on Social Policy, Labour and Social Affairs Committee, Directorate for 
Education, Employment, Labour and Social Affairs. Paris, OECD.  
56 D. Fergusson et al  (2001) Living Standards of Older New Zealanders, Wellington, MSD. 
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pensioner housing is available, it can be too small with no room for a family member or 
friend to stay overnight. This is an important issue for many older people.57  
 
A further irony is that some of the increase in demand for property contributing to the 
cost of housing has resulted from younger people buying extra property to gain rental 
income. Property is currently attracting investment at the expense of other forms of 
investment that are perceived at the moment to involve a higher risk of losing value, such 
as business investments and shares. But home ownership remains a worthwhile 
investment for women, if they can manage the level of long-term debt. Reverse equity 
home mortgage schemes have the potential to make some of the investment in the home 
available to the owner to use during their retirement, and some degree of public 
encouragement could stimulate further expansion. Likewise, reverse-equity schemes and 
long-term leasehold housing could also provide more stability for older people’s housing. 
 
The impact of debt 
Until debts connected with credit cards and the Student Loan Scheme became common, 
the one source of long-term debt for both women and men was usually the mortgage on 
the family home. Paying a home mortgage was manageable for most within the context 
of the traditional division of responsibilities within the spousal relationship, based firmly 
on the stable and secure employment of the male partner. The social and economic 
changes of recent decades have resulted in substantial rises in unemployment and 
dropping levels of home-ownership. The reduction in home-ownership is largely 
accounted for by rising numbers of divorced or single women with dependent children 
who can no longer manage home-ownership, and an increase in the number of young 
adults who have never owned housing (but are now likely to have both credit card debt 
and student debt). The consequences of not owning one’s home by retirement age have 
been clearly identified in the research on living standards of older people. Already, mid-
life women are more at risk than men of low living standards in retirement because of 
their longevity, but also because of factors during their lives such as rising incidence of 
divorce, low lifetime earnings and vulnerability to the negative effects of economic 
recession.  
 
Credit card debt is a comparatively new phenomenon in the lives of New Zealanders. 
Statistics New Zealand recorded that in March 1999, outstanding credit card balances had 
increased 20 times since 1991, rising in total from $100 million to $2.04 billion.58 More 
recently, the 2001 Household Savings Survey59 recorded that 46 percent of New 
Zealanders had debts relating to use of credit cards, while only 29 percent had mortgages. 
In terms of value, the value of the mortgage debt is much higher than the credit card 
indebtedness, however, at 81 percent of the total outstanding debt of $71.988 billion. But 
credit card debt can be categorised as discretionary, rather than as a debt associated with 
some realisable asset such as a house, or as a form of personal investment, such as 
education. 
 

                                                 
57 D. Fergusson et al (2001) above; see also SROW (1999) above. 
58 Statistics NZ, Facets of Wealth in NZ: Investment and Savings in NZ, online at www.stats.govt.nz. 
59 Statistics NZ, 2001 Household Savings Survey, online at www.stats.govt.nz. 
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Added to the rapidly rising level of credit card debt, student loans are a new source of 
long-term debt competing for the resources of future home-owners. The 2001 Household 
Saving Survey found that student debt had already quite a marked impact on the average 
debt ratio of young adults, where non-partnered individuals had $96 of debt for every 
$100 of assets. The projected repayment time for many women with outstanding student 
loans in low-paid jobs at or below the minimum wage, or for those with very marginal 
employment status, raises serious concerns about their long-term financial outlook.  
 
Accurate, long-term data to demonstrate actual repayment times, future employment 
patterns, and other details of economic participation of ex-students still indebted to the 
loan scheme are urgently needed to assess the overall level of disadvantage to women: 
stemming not just from the Student Loan Scheme itself, but also from the adverse 
employment circumstances in which women work to pay it back. Early results from a 
major initiative to integrate data from the three key agencies (Ministry of Education, 
Ministry of Social Development (WINZ) and Inland Revenue Department) are available 
for those student borrowers who took out loans from 1997. Information released in 
December 2002 showed that of students who borrowed under the Student Loan Scheme 
in any of the four years to 2000, only 6 percent had repaid their loans completely by 
2000. Highest loan balances were held by men, people in their twenties, and those 
belonging to the Pacific peoples ethnic group.60  
 
Until recently, the best overall estimate of repayment times is provided in the Student 
Loan Scheme Annual Report to June 30 2001, which advised that average repayment 
times were around 11.5 years for women and 7.2 years for men. The model used for these 
calculations simulated the situation of an 18 year-old who started borrowing in 2000, for 
a period of three years. This report (online in June 2003) notes that these times were 
shorter than those previously published, following recent updates to the model.61 A new 
updated Student Loan Scheme Annual Report 200362 now shows that for student loan 
holders who last borrowed and studied in 1997, 17 percent of women had paid their loans 
back by 2000, while 47 percent of the women had not reduced their loan balance by 
2000. While such results might seem to indicate women to be in a better position than 
men, it must be noted that men borrow more, and also have greater access to higher 
incomes to repay their loans. Of male student borrowers in the same period, 15 percent 
had repaid their loan by 2000, while 51 percent had not reduced the balance. Among the 
different ethnic groups the contrasts are stronger: was 41 percent of Pakeha students who 
last borrowed and studied in 1997 had not reduced their loan balance by 2000, compared 
with 63 percent of Māori students, 65 percent of Pacific students, and 45 percent of Asian 
students. 
 
The model for repayment-time projections presumes average experiences in both 
education and employment, so its accuracy in reflecting the circumstances outside this 
average experience is not known. It does not include the situation of the many women 

                                                 
60 Statistics NZ (2002) Integrated Data on Student Loan Borrowers (1997-2000) - Media Release, 10 
December 2002. www.stats.govt.nz 
61 The report is available online at www.minedu.govt.nz or from the other two agencies involved. 
62 Data made available by the Ministry of Education. 
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(and men) with family or employment responsibilities as well as existing financial 
liabilities, who enter tertiary courses as mature students. As noted earlier, Māori women’s 
peak fertility is during their early 20s, a time when they are not therefore likely to be full-
time employed at an average wage. Even though some of the loan is written off during 
Parental Leave, women who are disadvantaged in employment in terms of getting jobs 
that pay well, who take time out of the workforce to raise families, are likely to face 
longer periods of repayment. Taking longer to pay leads to a higher total interest 
component, as the loan is outstanding for a longer time. Indeed, it is acknowledged in the 
Student Loan Scheme Annual Report that as a result of lower income projections, women 
and Māori have longer repayment times than do men or European people. The model 
yields an average repayment time of 8.6 years for Europeans (i.e. men and women) but 
9.5 for Māori, and 12.7 years on average for borrowers of other ethnicities. 
 
Contesting this view, higher estimates of repayment times are available, that demonstrate 
the effects of different assumptions. For example, the NZ University Students 
Association recently calculated that for female students doing a three-year Bachelors 
degree at university and borrowing an average amount for three years, Māori women 
would need an average of 24 years to repay the loan, Pacific women 33 years, and 
European/Pakeha women 22 years. Male rates were 16, 21 and 13 years respectively.63 
Even for those students borrowing to do a one-year certificate course (which will yield a 
somewhat lower income after completion), the repayment times calculated by the 
NZUSA are still very high: for Māori women, 28 years; Pacific women, 25 years and 
European/Pakeha women, 22 years. These calculations demonstrate the way that financial 
disadvantage can build up in the lives of individual women, as a result of the 
accumulation of adverse circumstances. They also demonstrate the degree of uncertainty 
about how long students will take to pay their loans back. 
 
Age matters more for women than for men as a crucial factor affecting the repayment of 
student loans, and it matters more for some women than for others. For example, it is 
likely that women who have children when very young after achieving low (or no) 
qualification levels and then enter the post-compulsory education system in their mid to 
late 30s only to experience the effects of economic contraction, would never be in a 
position to pay their loans off. While getting a university degree closes the ethnic divide 
in personal economic outcomes, the gender divide remains. Of even more concern is the 
current likelihood that borrowing in order to gain a qualification at a level lower than a 
degree will not increase a woman’s human capital by enough to access an income high 
enough to sustain repayment of the education costs of gaining access to that income. In 
other words, the level of pay in some jobs does not provide an adequate return on the 
investment required to get the jobs. The gender difference in outcomes regarding student 
debt repayment necessarily reflects the wider context of gender differences (i.e. 
disadvantages for women) in labour force participation, earnings levels, and 
responsibility for providing unpaid caring for children and other family members.  
 
Education does not bring any guarantee of realising its future value, compared with 
housing, which as a form of wealth accumulation for women, at least yields a realisable 
                                                 
63 NZUSA media release, 2003. 
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asset. The problem for women now is that without the education, the availability of jobs 
providing sufficient income to contemplate home-ownership (or participation in 
retirement savings schemes) has dwindled. This circular dilemma is not one that 
retirement policy alone can solve, as it belongs to the wider scope of social policy and its 
internal linkages. It is becoming clear that the Student Loan Scheme begun in 1992 has 
the potential to lock in some women’s comparative economic disadvantage, rather than to 
alleviate it. In 2002 the majority of borrowers were women, and Pacific students 
borrowed the highest amount on average. Part of this can be attributed to the higher levels 
of participation of both Māori and Pacific peoples in courses run by Private Training 
Establishments, which charge higher fees on average. The potential seriousness of this 
issue, and its long-term impact on women’s finances will become more obvious when 
more analysis of the new student loan data is available. 
 
A further issue, currently invisible in the context of the Student Loan Scheme is the effect 
of unequal labour market participation of female and male borrowers. Apart from the 
influence of the gender pay gap on women’s pay, the constraints on many women with 
caring responsibilities at home channel them in to low-paid part-time work, or keep them 
out of the labour market altogether, for varying periods of time. This effectively 
privatises the negative effect on lifetime earnings and skill levels with those women as 
individuals, rather than sharing the responsibility (and the investment) of caring for 
children more generally over all of society.  
 
A variety of options of deal with this issue exist, including the introduction of a ‘sunset 
clause’ in loan agreements that specifies a write-off when a woman has made repayments 
for a certain number of years, during which her income has remained below a certain 
amount, or when a certain proportion of the loan has been paid. Another option exists that 
would see women (or men) receive credits towards their loan principal as well as interest 
write-offs when they are engaged in caring for children or other family members, or 
undertaking voluntary work in the community. Currently such credits are available during 
periods of parental leave, but not all women’s circumstances match the eligibility criteria 
for parental leave. It is clear that new ideas are needed to resolve the way the loans 
scheme can exacerbate fundamental inequalities between women and men. 
 
The priority of debt reduction  
It is becoming clear that the only available retirement provision strategy for many women 
is to focus on effective money management and debt-reduction, rather than actual saving. 
As debt and saving are part of the same continuum, no amount of exhortation to save for 
the future can alter more urgent and legally enforceable priorities of meeting student loan 
debts or house mortgage payments, or keeping up with credit card debt. While credit card 
debt as an optional form of accessing money can indeed be minimised by the individual, 
both mortgage debt and student debt now seem to be well-established features of adult 
lives. Concerns are now being expressed that larger cohorts of people who are still 
indebted on reaching retirement will experience a considerable lifestyle shock as a result 
of arriving at retirement age both income-poor and also asset-poor. The Living Standards 
research has shown how important the accumulation of assets is during one’s working 
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life, particularly in the form of home ownership, to protect older people from poverty in 
their retirement. 
 
Important differences among women 
One of the traps involved in considering the position of women regarding such a topic as 
this is the assumption that the measurable, average circumstances or experiences of 
women (and men too) are in fact commonly experienced. An additional issue in the social 
and economic context is that a sizeable amount of women’s employment is made possible 
by the unpaid work of other women not in employment, a form of support that mirrors 
the support that men generally receive from women not in employment.  The 
circumstances of New Zealand women are becoming increasingly and simultaneously 
polarised along different lines relating to whether the focus is on age, ethnicity, 
employment experiences, education levels, marriage and relationships, number and age 
of children, home ownership status, availability of support from parents, existence and 
amount of debt, and so on. It is not surprising that constellations of these factors combine 
to produce marked differences in individual women’s social and economic wellbeing. 
Some of these constellations result in more short-term differences although they can 
easily turn into a long-term problem with the accumulation of disadvantageous factors, 
while others reflect a much more long-term accumulation of disadvantage that will affect 
the woman’s likelihood of saving for retirement. Groups of women who may be in such 
situations include:  
 
Short-term 

• women who are unemployed; 
• young sole parents; 
• women in rental housing whose landlord sells the house; 
• women living in rural areas where employment is scarce; 
• women in low-paid jobs who cannot find affordable childcare, or an informal 

caregiver for their children;  
• women with teenage children too old to attend out-of-school care, but still 

needing high levels of guidance and supervision outside school hours; 
• women made redundant or unemployed because of business failure, takeover or 

relocation (although this can become a long term disadvantage, if no further 
employment can be found); 

• mid-life women who find they need to reduce their employment hours in order to 
care for older relatives or grandchildren (potential long-term); 

• older women working more hours than they desire (because of health limitations) 
so they can contribute toward their children’s tertiary education or other costs 
(potential long-term); 

• women of any age whose apparently secure financial investments have lost their 
value (potential for long-term disadvantage, depending on the circumstances). 

 
Long-term 

• young women with no educational qualifications; 
• any women with low literacy levels, or in partnerships with men with low literacy 

levels;  
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• women who are unemployed for long periods of time, or are sickness or invalid 
beneficiaries; 

• young Māori sole parents, especially those with no school leaving qualifications; 
• young women with large student loans, or those who form long-term relationships 

with partners with large student loans; 
• Māori women living on ancestral land in remote or rural areas where employment 

is scarce; 
• Pacific women who can only find employment in persistently low-paid 

elementary lobs such as cleaning; 
• women with large families; 
• women whose children have chronic medical conditions such as asthma, requiring 

higher levels of care and attention, or those women with chronic conditions 
themselves; 

• women whose partners are beneficiaries, whose incomes are subject to joint 
income testing; 

• mid-life women who find they need to reduce their employment hours in order to 
care for older relatives or grandchildren; 

• mid-life women who cannot find a job because of their age; 
• older women working more hours than they desire (because of health limitations) 

so they can contribute toward their children’s tertiary education or other costs; 
• women of any age whose apparently secure financial investments have lost their 

value. 
 
What this list shows is that very few women can ever avoid serious competition between 
immediate priorities for their disposable income, and private retirement saving. The 
statistics describing women’s social and economic circumstances, particularly those of 
Māori and Pacific women, show that the three traditional sources of money available to 
women no longer provide sufficient average income to encourage retirement savings, nor 
have they been reliable over time: 
 
benefit incomes are not high enough to allow for long-term saving, nor are they designed 
to be – they are meant to cover immediate needs only, and the level of foodbank use and 
debt among beneficiaries, especially sole parents, indicates they may not be sufficient 
even for that. One important problem associated with becoming stranded in a situation of 
long term benefit dependency is that over time, personal assets will be eroded away, even 
though eligibility for the benefit may not have required prior use of the assets;  
 
traditional reliance on men’s higher, more stable incomes to provide for women and 
children has been shown to be far less secure now, with increasing levels of relationship 
breakdown and divorce, but also with men’s increased vulnerability to loss of 
employment during times of economic restructuring and recession. Furthermore, some 
men have always withheld money from their families;  
 
increased reliance on women’s employment incomes takes place in a labour market 
adverse to many women, exposed to world economic forces where pay for unskilled 
labour (or women’s labour, deemed to be unskilled) is very low. Whole sectors of 
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unskilled and sometimes skilled employment can be moved away to another country, 
many jobs are precarious, gender disadvantage remains high, and women’s average 
incomes are much lower than men’s, with those of Māori and Pacific women lower still. 
 
Retirement saving schemes: the need to reflect women’s real circumstances 
The SROW (1999) research on retirement issues for women found that most women 
acknowledged the need to start saving early in life, although they themselves had not 
been able to because of insufficient income. According to Else and St John (1998), a slow 
and safe strategy of saving will work best for women, who have neither the time nor the 
money to take risks and make mistakes. Recently the downturn in world share prices and 
the consequently negative effects on the incomes of pension funds, including that of the 
NZ Government Superannuation Fund, have provided almost daily news of how even 
apparently secure investments can lose value. For some people, such news exacerbates 
negative perceptions, reducing their confidence about the safety of making long-term 
investment in the share market, or indeed in any form that will eventually yield money 
rather than a realisable asset. 
 
The fact that many women still do not participate in retirement savings schemes merits a 
closer look at the relationship between women’s employment participation, what they do 
with their income, and their likelihood of saving it in some long-term way. It is fair to say 
that some of this increasing reluctance may be associated with a general decline in 
participation in work-related schemes.  Numbers of employer-based schemes have 
declined sharply, from over 2000 in 1990 to only 521. Although 22.6 percent of the 
employed workforce was in employer-based schemes in 1990, fewer than 15 percent 
remain so today.  Much of this decline can presumably be attributed to changes in the 
labour market in the 1990s. Significant rises in unemployment following structural 
economic changes prior to 1993 clearly contributed to the slowdown in the growth of 
household employment income, and indirectly, savings. While the level of employment 
has recovered since 1993, it is still below that recorded in 1987. Some of the rise in 
women’s employment in the most recent decade, especially in low income families, will 
therefore have been motivated more by the need to retain income levels, rather than by 
ambition to increase levels of household income. 
 
The comparatively rapid changes in the nature of jobs do not appear to have been 
reflected in most employment-based retirement savings schemes, originally designed to 
cater for people in standard work patterns. Such schemes would need to reflect the reality 
of many women’s participation in non-standard work before many employed women 
could consider joining, or indeed, be eligible to join. But it is possible that employment-
based retirement savings schemes may be a new site of positive change in the future, as 
incentives for employers to promote the wellbeing of their employees increase. The bulge 
of the workforce represented by the baby-boom generation is ageing, and even now, 
labour shortages are beginning to develop in some areas of the economy.  The following 
generations who are already born include a greater proportion of Māori and Pacific 
peoples. But the mew generations will over time form a proportionately smaller working-
age population, compared with the total. This will inevitably increase competition for 
employees among employers, and may well lead to the development of new ways 
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employers can to attract and retain staff.  New possibilities could involve individual 
employers, industry-based groups of employers, or others such as employers of Māori 
and Pacific peoples, or regional groups of employers.  
 
Retirement savings schemes of interest to women thus need to factor in more closely the 
patterns of women’s employment lives, personal relationships, family responsibilities and 
cultural obligations. The following features would assist more women to save, although 
they would not in fact remove all of the financial disadvantages women face because of 
volatility in their employment patterns, change in their personal relationships, and their 
responsibility for caring for dependents: 

• choice about how much to save with no lower limit, with very low flat rate 
administrative costs for the saver, rather than being charged on a percentage basis; 

• administrative costs set at zero to the saver, being met from the investment 
income, or publicly funded; 

• the opportunity to contribute very small amounts – well below the current 
minimum level of around $12.50 per week needed by unit trusts available through 
banks and insurance companies, and perhaps even below the $5.00 per week 
contributions for low cost independent schemes, set up for working people; 

• full portability – where a woman can move jobs (or partner) without having to 
abandon the scheme or face a financial penalty for moving the investment; 

• full vesting - where there is no minimum period before which employer 
contributions are unavailable to the woman if she leaves the scheme; 

• access to schemes for part-time employed women; 
• increased participation in savings schemes administered by employers, who 

contribute either the administrative cost or a subsidy or both; 
• schemes that are suitable for membership by employed women with irregular 

incomes e.g. casual workers, seasonal workers, self-employed women; 
• life insurance options to provide death cover in addition to retirement savings; 
• absence of financial penalty for spells of non-contribution e.g. during time out 

from employment because of pregnancy, child-rearing, redundancy or 
unemployment, sickness, or times of high family need for the women’s income; 

• publicly-funded credits for women with no income doing unpaid domestic and 
caring work in the household and the community (vital for any compulsory 
scheme); 

• schemes designed to be supported by specific groups of people e.g. Māori or 
Pacific people, or other specific interest groups such as union-based groups, 
family groups, etc, building on existing cultural patterns of sharing resources, 
such as those traditions in Māori and Pacific society in New Zealand, to take 
advantage of the mutual trust and interconnectedness already existing within those 
communities; 

• expanded opportunities use a lump sum to purchase at age 65 or indeed at any 
age, an annuity that will retain its relative value in relation to wages and prices in 
future years. 

 
Most retirement savings schemes are currently based primarily on the ability of the 
individual to pay. Minimum amounts of investment vary.  A minimum of around $50 per 
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month is required by most unit trusts administered by the banking industry, and 
contributions must be made regularly. Other schemes requiring smaller contributions 
such as $20.00 per month do exist, but are not numerous. It is likely that the main factor 
that keeps most women (and many men) from participating in private provision for 
retirement is their lack of access to sufficient disposable income, available in a pattern 
that matches schemes’ requirements.  
 
Incentives for employers to initiate schemes may increase in future, including 
cooperating together to promote the wellbeing of employees by attending to their 
retirement provision needs. As the baby-boom generation ages and is followed by another 
with a proportionately smaller working-age population, and with a higher percentage of 
Māori and Pacific peoples, competition for employees among employers in a diminishing 
labour market may require new ways to attract and retain employees. This new source of 
incentive may well lead to the development of new retirement savings schemes that are 
more flexible and responsive to women’s circumstances, with those of Māori and Pacific 
women attracting highest priority. 
 
Private provision for retirement:  Conclusions for women 
For many women, life is now lived at an increasingly rapid pace dominated by short-term 
decisions. Knowing where you will live, if you will be in work, or even who your partner 
will be, if any, in 10 years’ time can no longer be counted on as these things once were. 
Women have always put the needs of children and many other family members first, and 
despite an increasing lack of predictability about their lives, most still do so. It is not 
surprising that in such times of rapid change and short-term focus, long-term decisions 
about saving for retirement are simply not on the agenda for many women. The 
commitment to making long-term savings not only requires access to disposable income 
and freedom from major debt, but also some degree of predictable economic and social 
stability. 
 
Private retirement savings schemes will meet the needs of greater numbers of women in 
future if they can accommodate the lack of certainty today in women’s employment lives 
and family lives, rather than being based on mono-cultural norms reflecting stability of 
employment history and unchanging family circumstances. Such norms are now outdated 
for men, as well as always having been inappropriate for women. This means factoring in 
the often-fragmented nature of women’s access to money: 

• from low-paid employment;  
• from precarious employment with periods of unemployment or time out of the 

labour force to care for children and other dependant family members;  
• from increased reliance on women’s personal incomes due to changing marital 

and family circumstances, including spells of sole parenthood;  
• from periods of reliance on income support from the state; and  
• from culturally-determined demands for their income from within their wider kin 

or ethnic group. 
 
Attractive retirement savings schemes for women to boost their level of savings therefore 
need to involve increasing flexibility above all, to encourage saving even very small 
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amounts, sometimes intermittently, with easy access to portability between employers, an 
absence of penalties for taking time out of a scheme, full vesting of any employer 
contributions from day one, and low or zero administrative fees for savers, as well as low 
risk of major loss. 
 
Finally, it must be remembered that retirement savings schemes as such are not the only 
way that women can accumulate wealth to secure their economic wellbeing in the future. 
Effective money management from early in adulthood, to achieve debt minimisation and 
reduction on an ongoing basis, is an obvious priority. Increased skill levels about how to 
deal with debt could be achieved within the school curriculum, and public education 
initiatives aimed at the adult population. Appropriate home ownership is still a sound 
investment in the future as well as in the present, since the evidence points to it as a 
pivotal factor in the economic wellbeing of older people, very many of whom are women.  
 
 
5. Options for the future 
 
The evidence presented and discussed in this report suggests that important features of a 
strategy to protect women from poverty in retirement should include: 

• Increased opportunity to women to become more aware of the issues and for 
future generations to develop financial management skills from before they leave 
school; 

• considerably improved access for women to income from employment during 
working-age years;  

• fewer costs for women associated with becoming educated to the level required 
for those jobs; 

• fewer costs for women associated with raising children, including the income 
forgone by unpaid carers as well as the childcare costs of employed women; 

• more opportunity for women to minimise debt before retirement;  
• public recognition that other forms of saving exist that are valid choices for some 

women and men, and 
• reduced risk of major investment loss, either from relationship dissolution or 

resulting from adverse economic or financial trends. 
 
Specific policy goals in the following key areas could progress these options:  
 

• Inclusion of effective savings and finance education in the compulsory school 
curriculum; 

• Rapid progress towards the achievement of pay equity and the removal of all 
aspects of discrimination and disadvantage against women in employment, 
currently measurable in the gender wage gap; 

• Revision of the Student Loans Scheme to reduce the expectations of women 
borrowers who face greater difficulty getting well-paid jobs, or for women whose 
responsibilities for caring for children and other people prevent them from 
participating in employment for lengthy periods; 
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• Provision of greater public support for good quality childcare in the form of 
increased public subsidisation of care, plus an active strategy to increase public 
understanding of the benefits of good quality care for pre-school children to the 
level that exists in countries such as Denmark and France where most people 
consider childcare to be of value to the child, rather than a poor option; 

• Provision of private retirement savings schemes that are adequately attuned to the 
realities of earning and saving for women in different circumstances, particularly 
schemes which minimise the risk of any loss; 

• Housing assistance for low-income people to ensure they are much less likely to 
reach retirement age without the economic buffer of home-ownership. 
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Appendix 1: Current and future trends relevant to retirement provision 
for women 
 
Demographics 
The New Zealand population is becoming increasingly diverse, with the proportions of 
Māori, Pacific and Asian people rising far more rapidly than the average. Likewise, these 
populations are much younger: even by 2051 the median age of the Māori (32 years) and 
Pacific (29 years) populations will still be less than the NZ population average in 1996 
(33 years). Life expectancy is increasing, and on the basis of medium population 
projections is expected to increase by 2051 to 86.5 years for women and 82 years for 
men. The 65+ age-group is itself ageing, and it is expected there will be 6 times as many 
people aged 85+ in 2051 as in 1999, making up 25 percent of the 65+ age group (up from 
10 percent in 1999). 
 
Pacific women currently have the highest fertility at 3 births per woman, while that of 
Māori and European/Pakeha women was 2 births per woman in 1999. These levels 
compare with a total fertility rate of 4.3 births per woman in 1961 at the height of the 
post-war baby boom, which is now a major determinant of the current population size 
and structure. Childbearing rates for different groups of women now peak at different 
ages – at 23 years for Māori, 27 years for Pacific women, and 29 years for Asian women 
in New Zealand. The NZ median age at the birth of the first child reflects the larger size 
of the European/Pakeha population and a delayed childbearing trend for all except Māori 
women, and is now around 30 years. The much younger average age of childbearing for 
Māori women effectively lowers their employment participation during their twenties 
compared with that of other women. 
 
Both marriages (up 4 percent) and divorces (up 6 percent) increased in 2002. The 
proportion of marriages involving the remarriage of one or both partners increased to 36 
percent. The median duration of divorce in 2002 was 13 years, and a quarter of all 
divorces in 2002 were to couple married 5-9 years. Of those who married in 1977, 30.3 
percent had divorced before their 25th anniversary. In 1999, 16.8 percent of all divorces 
were to people who had been married for 25 years or more, compared with 211.8 percent 
a decade earlier. The combination of later marriage, delayed childbearing and shorter 
duration of marriage trends means that the number of children involved has decreased 
over time – 45.9 percent of all marriages dissolved in 2002 involved children, at an 
average of 1.9 children per divorce.64 
 
In the 2001 Census, 10 percent of all women were recorded as sole parents: 21 percent of 
Māori women, 16 percent of Pacific women, 9 percent of European women and 8 percent 
of Asian women. There are some clear differences between the family circumstances of 
children in major ethnic groups. Māori  children, and to a lesser extent, Pacific children 
are far more likely than European/Pakeha or ‘Other’ ethnic group children to live with 
only one parent. Two fifths (41.2 percent) of Māori  children lived in a sole parent family 

                                                 
64 Statistics NZ (2003) Marriages and Divorces (Year Ended December 2002) – Media Release, 14 May 
2003. 
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in 1996, up from 28.2 percent in 1986. The proportion of Pacific children living with one 
parent increased from 19.5 to 29 percent over the same period, while that of Asian 
children increased from 8.2 to 12.2 percent.  
 
The rise in the proportion of European/Pakeha children living with one parent was 
slower: from 12 to 16.6 percent. IN 1996 a total of 84.5 percent of all children in one-
parent families were in the bottom two-income quintiles, with 55.6 percent having an 
income in the lowest quintile. This represents a deterioration from the situation in 1991 
when 49.7 percent of children living with one parent had family incomes in the lowest 
quintile. Only 5.5 percent of children in sole parent families were in the top 20 percent of 
all family incomes of children, in 1996.65 
 
Pacific women are more likely than other women in New Zealand to be living in 
households with children, and with larger numbers of children when they do. In 2001, 
over 33 percent of Pacific children lived in families that included four or more children, 
compared with the national average of 16 percent. Pacific peoples in general are more 
likely to be living in a family situation with higher average house occupancy rates than 
others (82 percent, compared with 77 percent for all NZ) and much more likely to be 
living as an extended family (29 percent, compared with 7 percent for all NZ).66 
 
 

                                                 
65For these data on sole parent families, see Statistics NZ (2003) Looking Past the 20th Century: Facets of 
Wealth in New Zealand: Sole-Parent Family Income and More sole-parent families .www.stats.govt.nz 
66 Statistics NZ (2002) Pacific Progress: A report on the economic status of Pacific Peoples in New 
Zealand. Wellington, SNZ. 


